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Abstract 
This study investigates the relationship between college leader͛s perceptions of 
sustainability and sustainable development in the English Further Education (FE) sector, 
and the nature of its practice within individual colleges and the sector as a whole. 
Previous research investigating perceptions and practice of sustainability within 
education has almost exclusively focussed on Higher Education (HE) institutions, with 
much research also focussing on describing institutional progress without investigating 
the facilitating leadership conditions. This study makes a unique contribution to 
knowledge by investigating a previously unexplored sector through the use of the 
TƌaŶsitioŶ MaŶageŵeŶt Fƌaŵeǁoƌk as the studǇ͛s ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk. A keǇ 
outcome of this study is the adaptation of the Transition Management Framework that 
could be used by the sector and its leadership structure to facilitate a reassessment 
and reinvigoration of sustainability leadership within the sector. 
The research design is based on a Grounded Theory methodology that used semi-
structured interviews and focus groups as the primary method of data collection, with 
ĐoŶteŶt aŶalǇsis of sigŶifiĐaŶt seĐtoƌ stakeholdeƌs͛ ǁeďsites aŶd puďliĐatioŶs foƌŵiŶg a 
secondary method of data collection. The first key finding of this research was that the 
relationship between how sustainability is conceptualised and how it is practised is 
weak, with perceptions often referring to two different interpretations, neither of 
which fully addresses the social, economic and environmental aspects of sustainable 
development. Indeed, whilst perceptions focus on the environment, it is to this that the 
sector appears least accountable. This power pointing and a lack of accountability held 
ďǇ all leǀels of ŵaŶageŵeŶt ǁithiŶ FE toǁaƌd the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt ǁas the studǇ͛s seĐoŶd 
key finding. Both of these findings are intrinsically linked to the third, which is that the 
TƌaŶsitioŶ MaŶageŵeŶt Fƌaŵeǁoƌk͛s foĐus oŶ iŶĐƌeŵeŶtal ĐhaŶge ŵaǇ suffiĐieŶtlǇ ďe 
able to change practices at a niche level, but unless operating within a more 
sustainable economic paradigm, the reach of incremental action may always be 
limited.  
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Chapter 1. Introduction and overview 
1.1 Prelude and thesis structure  
The ŵotiǀatioŶ to ĐaƌƌǇ out this studǇ ǁas iŶspiƌed ďǇ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌofessioŶal 
experience as a sustainability practitioner within the Further Education (FE) sector, and 
a desire to demonstrate to sustainability practitioners and academics within Higher 
Education (HE) that the unique characteristics and organisational conditions of FE 
colleges mean that sustainability is both perceived and practised differently than within 
HE. Though specific studies of sustainability generated by HE about HE have provided 
much inspiration and guidance in the production of this study, they, like the majority of 
studies within sustainability academia, omit or generalise FE as being part of ͚Higheƌ 
EduĐatioŶ͛, aŶd Ŷot as a seĐtoƌ iŶ its oǁŶ ƌight.  
This study therefore intends to highlight not only why FE is a sector worthy of specific 
attention within sustainability research, but also why it is demonstrably different to HE 
and therefore the research outputs and recommendations to emerge from studying HE 
institutions are not necessarily transferable to FE institutions. Whilst this may seem a 
pedantic motivation to carry out a study requiring years of dedication, the researcher 
believes that the issue is symbolic of a larger issue concerning the overlooking of or 
patronising of vocational education, even by the FE sector itself (through its pursuit of 
more lucrative, better respected and more widely understood HE provision). This at a 
macro scale is suggestive of education being perceived only to be valuable based on 
the employment and earning potential of graduates, and not the intrinsic value of a 
learner simply being taught how to read, write, or learn something new for its own 
sake – not for any other purpose. 
As later chapters will explain, the overlooking of FE by much sustainability research 
may simply be representative of the fact that within their education, sustainability 
academics have not come across FE and its omission therefore is just circumstantial. 
After all, you cannot know what you do not know. 
Nevertheless, this study seeks to paint a picture of FE that describes its unique 
characteristics, explore how the sector perceives sustainability, and if the two may be 
linked. Unfamiliarity therefore abounds, both on the area of scrutiny and the 
conceptual framework chosen to help navigate the research findings. Rather than 
taking the typical route of using frameworks that assess sustainability performance, 
this study uses a framework that has emerged from socio-technical innovation studies 
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and the development of an alternative governance approach that could lead to radical 
change through incremental action. The Transition Management Framework (referred 
to as the TMF hereafter) is a framework that has both descriptive and prescriptive 
elements that have been used within this study to map the existing management 
approach to sustainability by multiple levels of FE leadership, and to identify where an 
alternative governance approach for sustainable development may be best placed 
within the sector.  This was felt a more useful research approach to take rather than to 
siŵplǇ desĐƌiďe ͚good͛ aŶd ͚ďad͛ aƌeas of sustainability practice within the sector.   
The research objective based upon the contextual issues described above is therefore: 
͞To deteƌŵiŶe if theƌe is a ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ Fuƌtheƌ EduĐatioŶ leadeƌs͛ peƌĐeptioŶs 
of sustainable development, and the Ŷatuƌe of its pƌaĐtiĐe ǁithiŶ FE Đolleges͟ 
The studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh ƋuestioŶs, which are detailed in chapter 2.4.1, have been 
designed to explore perceptions of sustainability, perceptions of power and leadership 
for sustainability and how the sector perceives its contribution to Sustainable 
Development. The results of the study will be analysed against each research 
ƋuestioŶ͛s theŵe to ideŶtifǇ the pƌeǀailiŶg ŵaŶageŵeŶt appƌoaĐh takeŶ ďǇ ŵultiple 
levels of leadership within the sector. Consequently, this will identify any differences in 
appƌoaĐh that ĐaŶ aŶsǁeƌ the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh oďjeĐtiǀe, which is seeking to 
deŵoŶstƌate the peƌĐeptioŶs of sustaiŶaďilitǇ held ďǇ the seĐtoƌ͛s ŵost poǁeƌful 
stakeholders (and not those with an already active or professional interest in the 
subject).  
“ustaiŶaďilitǇ is Ŷot just aŶotheƌ iŶitiatiǀe. The ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌofessioŶal eǆpeƌieŶĐe led 
to the desire to carry out this study in order to demonstrate as much, and to try and 
understand what would be required for sustainability to become mainstreamed and 
not viewed as a niche interest.  
As the study has progressed, it has become evident that while indeed the FE sector is 
different to HE, the management approach it takes at an institutional level is not 
substantially different to HE or the approach taken by society as a whole.  What FE 
appears to lack however is the confidence to forge its own destiny because of the 
power dynamics its funding structure propagates. It is within this funding structure and 
higher leadership levels that arguably have the least accountability to sustainability as 
it has consistently suggested that the responsibility to demonstrate the economic 
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benefits of environmental management rests with individual colleges only. Combined 
with an increasing trend of usiŶg the teƌŵ ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ iŶ ƌefeƌeŶĐe to keepiŶg aŶ 
organisation financially afloat, it is unsurprising that leaders at college level were found 
to haǀe ĐoŶfliĐtiŶg aŶd ĐoŶfused ŶotioŶs of ǁhat sustaiŶaďilitǇ ŵeaŶs, aŶd the seĐtoƌ͛s 
role in achieving it. 
The story of FE told by this thesis is structured into six chapters. This first chapter 
provides an overview and introduction to the research area, key definitions and the 
studǇ͛s ĐoŶteǆtual ďaĐkgƌouŶd. Chapter two provides a literature review of the key 
conceptual areas relevant to this study and also highlights the literature gap that this 
study seeks to begin to fill. Chapter three provides a detailed account of the research 
approach and design and the limitations to arise from each. A comprehensive account 
of the studǇ͛s ƌesults is pƌoǀided iŶ Đhapteƌ fouƌ, which are discussed and related back 
to the key conceptual areas where appropriate in chapter five. Answers to the research 
questions and objective are also discussed and distilled in chapter five, using key 
emergent themes as possible explanations for the results and to identify areas of 
future research. Areas for future study, the practical and policy implications presented 
ďǇ this studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh fiŶdiŶgs aƌe disĐussed iŶ Đhapteƌ siǆ, as ǁell as the studǇ͛s keǇ 
theoretical contributions. The limitations of the study and final reflections conclude 
chapter six, and the thesis as a whole. 
1.2 Key definitions  
Though the complexities of a study examining perceptions of an already contested 
term are discussed in chapters 2.1 and 3.3, it is important to provide an initial 
explanation of the key definitions that explain the terminology used throughout this 
studǇ foƌ the ƌeadeƌ͛s ĐlaƌifiĐatioŶ.   
Sustainability and Sustainable Development – As the studǇ͛s title iŶdiĐates, it is the 
purpose of this research to determine the perceptions of sustainability held by leaders 
of the FE sector. The ambiguities surrounding the terminology of sustainability are 
discussed within the literature review, research method and discussion chapters, 
however it is important to signpost here the definition intended for exploration. 
Sustainable Development is defined using the Brundtland definition that is 
͞deǀelopŵeŶt that ŵeets the Ŷeeds of the pƌeseŶt ǁithout Đoŵpromising the ability of 
futuƌe geŶeƌatioŶs to ŵeet theiƌ oǁŶ Ŷeeds͟ (WCED, 1987: 43). Sustainable 
Development (which is often abbreviated to SD throughout this thesis) is therefore the 
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method by which sustainability is achieved, though as discussed in chapter 2, 
sustainability is arguably a process and not a destination (Shriberg, 2002) and if ever 
achieved, will happen over many generations, at different local, regional, national and 
global levels (Loorbach et al, 2009). 
Holistic sustainability – thƌoughout this thesis the teƌŵ ͚holistiĐ͛ sustaiŶaďilitǇ is 
referred to as a way of differentiating between the two interchangeably used 
interpretations of sustainability found to be used by the sector. Chapter 2.1 lists holistic 
sustainability as one of five ways in which sustainability has been defined by 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌeseaƌĐheƌs, aŶd is defiŶed as ͞tǁo dǇŶaŵiĐ aŶd siŵultaŶeous eƋuiliďƌia: 
the first one amongst economic, environmental and social aspects, the second amongst 
the temporal aspects, i.e. short-, long- and longer-teƌŵ peƌspeĐtiǀes͟ ;LozaŶo, 
2008:1840).  
The use of the term in this study however is simply the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s ĐhoseŶ ŵethod of 
differentiating between the interpretation that is in keeping with the WCED͛s definition 
described above, which is different to the literal interpretation used simply to describe 
aŶ oƌgaŶisatioŶ͛s aďilitǇ to ĐoŶtiŶue aŶd ƌeŵaiŶ fiŶaŶĐiallǇ ǀiaďle. Though this ͚holistiĐ͛ 
interpretation suggests a more systemic understanding of each of the facets that 
contribute to SD (i.e. environmental, social and financial sustainability), as this study 
will demonstrate, the term was only considered more holistic in its interpretation 
because of its reference mostly to environmental sustainability. Therefore while it is 
labelled as a more holistic understanding, this is only relative to the more common use 
of sustainability as a noun within business terminology.  
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1.3 Further Education in context: a description of the research area and the general 
trends of the sector.  
This chapter will discuss the key characteristics of the Further Education (FE) sector 
including how it is funded, who its key stakeholders are, and the nature of its 
curriculum provision. This introduction is necessary to provide the overall context of 
the seĐtoƌ upoŶ ǁhiĐh this studǇ foĐuses, aŶd to illuŵiŶate the seĐtoƌ͛s uŶiƋue 
characteristics that, in turn, will reinforce why sustainability research conducted within 
and for HE, cannot be assumed to also be applicable to FE. As will be subsequently 
discussed, the fact that FE colleges themselves are not research institutions, and at a 
national level are less familiar to those in positions of power or influence compared 
with universities, may have contributed to continuing trends of academic literature on 
sustainability within education not distinguishing FE from HE, but do make the 
distinction of primary and secondary schools. On the one hand the principles of this 
research could be assumed valid and transferable to FE, however this would be to 
discount FE͛s ǀeƌǇ diffeƌeŶt ĐhaƌaĐteƌistiĐs aŶd dǇŶaŵiĐs, though theƌe aƌe ŵaŶǇ 
similarities between the two.  
1.3.1 Characteristics of the Further Education sector  
Further Education is a generic term for education and training that takes place most 
often but not exclusively in FE colleges (Scott and Gough, 2010), and is characterised by 
the teaching of basic skills (such as numeracy and literacy), A-Levels, National 
Vocational Qualifications (NVQs), foundation degrees, and diplomas, vocational 
education delivered through apprenticeships and work-based training, and personal 
and community learning (Finlay, 2009; 157 Group, 2010[a]; BIS, 2011).
 
Higher 
Education on the other hand delivers Đouƌses aďoǀe A͛leǀel and NVQ level 3, such as 
undergraduate and postgraduate degrees, Higher National Diplomas (HNDs) and Higher 
National Certificates (HNCs).  
Though there is a perception that FE is positioned within the education hierarchy above 
schools and below universities, colleges do offer HE courses but are not research 
institutions. For example, 159,000 people study HE within a college, colleges deliver 
ϴϱ% of HNC͛s, ϴϮ% of HND͛s aŶd ϱϴ% of fouŶdatioŶ degrees (AoC, 2016).  
There are 325 colleges in England and are made up of different categories as denoted 
in figure 2. Excluding the 90 sixth form colleges whose education provision is typically 
limited to A͛level or NVQ level 3, the remaining 235 colleges teach foundation degrees, 
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undergraduate, and postgraduate level courses (AoC, 2016). 
 
Moodie (2002) provides a useful summary of the distinction between FE and HE, 
however he also makes the point that it is not necessarily helpful to try and 
characterise FE as its purpose is to remain fluid according to the changes in society and 
the nature of skills it requires. He states, ͞technical education is more applied in 
Ŷatuƌe, iŶ ĐoŶtƌast ǁith uŶiǀeƌsitǇ eduĐatioŶ, ǁhiĐh ďǇ iŵpliĐatioŶ is ŵoƌe ͚puƌe͛͟ 
(Moodie, 2002: 250).  He goes on to say that, whereas the purpose of vocational 
education is to equip learners with practical skills or the know-how for a particular 
tƌade oƌ ǀoĐatioŶ, HE is theƌe to deepeŶ a leaƌŶeƌ͛s uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of a suďjeĐt thƌough 
critical, adaptive and innovative processes. Put more simply, the difference is either the 
acquirement of skills or knowledge (Moodie, 2002). 
Colleges are not unique to the UK; in North America, Continental Europe and 
Austƌalasia theǇ aƌe geŶeƌallǇ kŶoǁŶ as ͚ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ Đolleges͛ aŶd peƌfoƌŵ a siŵilaƌ 
role to those in the UK. Treat and Hagedorn (2013:5) describes the role of community 
colleges ͞Ŷot as iŶteƌŶatioŶal eduĐatioŶ ĐeŶtƌes, ďut ƌatheƌ seƌǀiŶg the Ŷeeds of the 
local community and local employers, and by definition creating local economic 
deǀelopŵeŶt thƌough the pƌoǀisioŶ of a tƌaiŶed ǁoƌkfoƌĐe͟.  DesĐƌiďiŶg UK Đolleges 
specifically, Foster (2005:ϲͿ desĐƌiďes its thƌee keǇ ƌoles as ͞ϭͿ laďouƌ ŵaƌket 
preparation for young people, 2) supporting employers in workplace learning, and 3) 
ŵeetiŶg the ǁideƌ leaƌŶiŶg aspiƌatioŶs of the people aŶd ĐoŵŵuŶities Đolleges seƌǀe͟.   
Colleges are the most significant component of the FE system, but work alongside its 
less numerous (but increasing in number) counterparts within local authorities, the 
voluntary sector and private training companies who provide often more informal adult 
and community based learning, and work based learning respectively (NIACE, 2011).  
Whereas the student cohort of universities is typically 18 and older, college students in 
some circumstances can be as young as 14, however typically fall into two main cohorts 
– 16-19 year olds, and adult learners. How these cohorts are funded and organised as 
part of the overall sector structure of English FE is shown in figure 1.   
Colleges ǁoƌk ǁith soŵe of soĐietǇ͛s ŵost disadǀaŶtaged suĐh as ǇouŶg people Ŷot iŶ 
eŵploǇŵeŶt, eduĐatioŶ oƌ tƌaiŶiŶg ;kŶoǁŶ as ͚NEETs͛Ϳ, oƌ those ǁith leaƌŶiŶg 
difficulties or disabilities, and assist in their social integration as well as teaching English 
to speakeƌs of otheƌ laŶguages, ĐolloƋuiallǇ kŶoǁŶ as ͚E“OL͛ ;ϭϱϳ Gƌoup, ϮϬϭϬ [a]Ϳ. ϮϮ% 
  
7 
of 16-18 year old students and 29% of adult learners are from an ethnic minority 
background (AoC, 2016).  Colleges also provide a route to education for those with 
family or work commitments and who therefore want to study locally (NIACE, 2011). 
These roles colleges perform have the potential for lasting positive social and economic 
impacts as those students and their acquired skills are more likely to remain in the local 
community (157 Group, 2010[b]; NIACE, 2011).  
Comparing FE with HE  
Annually, UK colleges educate and train 2.9 million learners (AoC, 2016) made up of: 
 773,000 16 – 18 year olds 
 71,000 16-18 year olds apprenticeships 
 2 million adults 
 24,000 14-15 year olds (AoC, 2016). 
As a comparison, in the 2014/15 academic year, 2.2 million part and full time students 
were enrolled onto courses within UK universities (HESA, 2016[a]). Since 2009-10, more 
full-time entrants to undergraduate courses other than first degrees have been 
studying in FE colleges than in HE institutions. This trend continued in 2013-14, where 
26,000 were taught in FE colleges compared with 13,000 in HE institutions (HEFCE, 
2015). 
The size of an FE college is usually dependent on its curriculum offer; specialised 
colleges with a dedicated provision such as agriculture, art, or specialised needs are 
much smaller than those colleges offering general Further Education (sometimes also 
known as GFE colleges). These colleges have a much wider curriculum offer and 
consequently enrol many more students.  
The income (from funding bodies, tuition fees, research grants and contracts, 
endowments and investments and other income sources), estate size, and the numbers 
of students (including full and part time 16-18 and 19+ students, additional learning 
support [ALS] students, HE students and apprenticeship students) for the 2014/15 
financial year for each of the ten largest colleges (by income) in England are denoted in 
table 1.  
Additionally, to illustrate how little income is received from research grants and 
contracts, the amount each college received from such sources is indicated within the 
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first column, which forms part of the total college income indicated in the second 
column. The composition of funding in the 2014/15 financial year for the FE and HE 
sectors is denoted in figures 3 and 4 respectively. 
 
 Research 
grants & 
contracts 
income (£) 
Total income 
(£) 
Land and 
buildings 
(m
2
) 
Total 
number 
of 
students 
Birmingham 
Metropolitan College 
0 66,620,000 93882 69092 
City Literary Institute 0 17,839,000 16129 91520 
Cornwall college 5,251,000 69,574,000 94649 26487 
Hull college 0 59,841,000 29424 43190 
Leeds City College 1,830,000 79,549,000 97917 118234 
Milton Keynes College 0 60,546,000 31028 22317 
Newcastle College 
Group 
0 182,458,000 181068 112258 
The Manchester College 0 168,042,000 113247 73553 
Vision West 
Nottinghamshire 
College 
0 58,509,000 42065 110161 
Workers' Education 
Association 
0 30,737,000 1746 135790 
Table 1 - Income, physical estate and student number figures for each of the ten largest 
colleges in England (SFA, 2016). 
A number of these colleges are also members of The 157 Group, a consortium of 
colleges whose membership is made up of some the largest and most successful 
colleges in the UK which collectively have a combined turnover of £1.5bn, 670,000 
enrolled learners, 37,000 employees, engage with 31,000 employers, and contribute 
£15bn a year to their local economies (157 Group, 2014). The group works in 
partnership with other sector stakeholders, external stakeholders such as employers 
and government agencies to ensure that the FE sector is represented and therefore 
considered in the construction of relevant new policies. The group, whose membership 
is limited to approximately thirty colleges, was chosen as the data sample for this study 
as ďoth the gƌoup͛s ŵeŵďeƌship size and the collective representation of its members 
of the FE sector was felt to be achievable and representative of the sector as a whole. 
The advantages and disadvantages of this are discussed in detail in Đhapteƌ͛s 3.2.1.1 
and 3.2.3.2. 
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Changing leadership focuses  
Since the 1980s, there have been six different government departments responsible for 
the HE and FE sectors with the most recent bureaucratic reorganisation taking place in 
2009, where responsibility for both HE and FE was moved from the Department for 
Innovation, Universities and Skills (DIUS), to the Department for Business, Innovation 
and Skills (BIS)  (Bessant et al, 2015). In July 2016 BIS merged with the Department of 
Energy and Climate Change (DECC) to form the Department for Business, Energy and 
Industrial Strategy (BEIS). As this ŵeƌgeƌ took plaĐe tǁo Ǉeaƌs afteƌ this studǇ͛s 
research was conducted, the rest of this thesis will make reference to BIS only.  
Regarding the leadership of FE speĐifiĐallǇ, haǀiŶg ďeeŶ pƌeǀiouslǇ ͚oǁŶed͛ ďǇ theiƌ 
local authorities, colleges became independent not-for-profit organisations as a result 
of the Further and Higher Education Act 1992 (NAO, 2008; FE Week, 2013).  This gave 
colleges autonomy over their physical assets, and greater autonomy over their 
curriculum offer, allowing them to become more responsive to local market forces and 
student needs (AoC, 2013; FE Week, 2013). However colleges currently receive on 
average 79% of their funding from the government as demonstrated in figure 3, 
allocated by two ministerial departments, the Department for Education (DfE), and BIS, 
who are each respectively responsible for the executive agencies of the Education 
Funding Agency (EFA), and Skills Funding Agency (SFA). The Higher Education Funding 
Council for England (HEFCE) is an additional organisation sponsored by BIS, which 
provides some funding to English FE colleges for HE provision, but is the principal 
government-funding provider for universities. Indeed, while market forces and 
customer demand govern both universities and colleges, universities are able to pursue 
lucrative research contracts (Cullingford, 2004[a]) and charge tuition fees, both of 
which supplement the funding received from funding bodies (see figure 4).  
FE colleges are not research institutions and are almost entirely dependent on 
government funding, leaving them vulnerable to changes in how funding is allocated as 
well as funding reductions, both often influenced by changing political agendas (Foster, 
2005). Added to this pressure and vulnerability is the issue of increasing competition 
within the FE market from other providers such as higher education institutions, sixth 
form colleges (often attached to schools), specialist colleges, local authorities, private 
companies and voluntary sector organisations (McCoshan and Otero, 2003; NAO, 
2008). All of these risks have necessitated colleges to build resilience through 
diversifying their income streams by for example providing training within prisons, 
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workplaces, or community venues (Office of Fair Trading, 2010), growing higher 
education provision and attracting more international students thereby increasing their 
tuition fee income (157 Group, 2011). Diversification is therefore at the forefront of 
many college leaders͛ strategies to ensure the survival, or financial sustainability of 
their college and the sector, as iŶdiĐated ǁithiŶ the studǇ͛s ƌesults. However though 
diversification enables colleges to be more responsive to local needs (NIACE, 2011), the 
funding criteria they must meet in order to receive government funding is often more 
reflective of national priorities (157 Group, 2010[a]; Office of Fair Trading, 2010), which 
therefore places colleges in a difficult position as these can often be at odds with more 
local demands from students and employers (Panchamia, 2012).  
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Figure 1 - Organisation of Further Education in England, 2015. (Information adapted and 
updated based on NAO, 2008: 10). 
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Figure 2 – The make-up of the 325 colleges in England, comprising 209 FECs, 90 sixth form 
colleges, 14 land-based colleges, 2 art, design and performing arts colleges, and 10 specialist 
designated colleges (AoC, 2016). 
 
 
Figure 3 - Total sector income in England is £7.5bn (figure developed using information within 
AoC, 2015). 
 
209 
90 
14 
2 
10 
Types of colleges in England 2016 
Further Education Colleges
Sixth Form colleges
Land-based colleges
Art, design and performing
arts colleges
Specialist designated colleges
48% 
29% 
2% 
2% 11% 
1% 
Income of English FE Colleges by source 2014/15 
DfE (via EFA) - 48%
BIS (via SFA)- 29%
HEFCE - 2%
Local authorities, schools, and
other funding bodies - 2%
Tuition fees & education
contracts - 11%
Research grants and contracts
- 1%
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Figure 4 - Total sector income £33.2bn (figure developed using information from HESA, 
2016[b]). 
1.3.2 Perceptions of the Further Education sector 
NatioŶallǇ the peƌĐeptioŶ of a sĐhool oƌ uŶiǀeƌsitǇ͛s puƌpose is Đleaƌ, ďut ǁhile Đolleges 
haǀe stƌoŶg loĐal ďƌaŶds, FE͛s ŶatioŶal ďƌaŶd ƌeŵaiŶs ǁeak ;NIACE, ϮϬϭϭͿ despite the 
seĐtoƌ͛s ƌole iŶ the pƌoǀisioŶ of a skilled workforce (McCoshan and Otero, 2003; NAO, 
2008). This weak brand and overall poor and/or confused perception of purpose are 
the result of legacy and continuing trends, such as being involved in too many 
initiatives, itself brought about by strategic confusion over its role (Foster, 2005).  
Poor perceptions of the sector have heightened the need to diversify and be 
responsive to national and local demands, however this is only compounding public 
and media confusion of the identity and purpose of a college (Foster, 2005; Panchamia, 
2012; FE Week, 2013) and has led to colleges often being defined by what they are not 
(i.e. a school or university) (NIACE, 2011). Similarly, the focus on skills, highlighted by 
Moodie͛s ϮϬϬϮ distiŶĐtioŶ, as ǁell as the ƌhetoƌiĐ fouŶd ǁithiŶ ŵaŶǇ of the seĐtoƌ͛s 
own published material and that of its funding bodies, is a distinction that has 
contributed to poor perceptions, but is something that the sector must continue to 
promote in order to make its purpose and function understood by those in positions of 
power. For instance: 
47% 
18.2% 
17.8% 
15.9% 
1.1% 
Income of UK Higher Education Providers 2014/15 
Tuition fees and education
contracts £15,586m
Other income £6063m
Research grants & contracts
£5912m
Funding body grants £5279m
Endowment & investment
income £360m
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 ͞…FE has a ĐƌitiĐal ƌole to plaǇ iŶ eŶsuƌiŶg that the ĐouŶtƌǇ has the skills ǁe Ŷeed to 
help build a stronger, evenly balanced and more vibrant economy. Skills are integral to 
accelerating economic prosperity; creating competitive business advantage in a 
challenging global environment and empowering individuals to change their own lives 
foƌ the ďetteƌ͟ ;“FA, ϮϬϭϭ:ϮͿ. 
Confusion surrounding the role and purpose of colleges could also be associated to a 
legacy and continuing trend of where college students come from and go to. While 31% 
of students aged 19 or under entering HE come from FE colleges (AoC, 2015), students 
from more accomplished professional backgrounds typically take their route to 
university by attending sixth form colleges, rather than FE colleges (157 Group, 
2010[a]). It seems therefore that the purpose of colleges, however construed, presents 
both the opportunity and the problem (Foster, 2005). The intended purpose of colleges 
is to produce graduates who enter the labour market on a more technical, vocational 
basis than those graduating from universities. However this furthers a perception that 
colleges cater for the less academically able or facilitates fewer opportunities than 
universities. Perceptions such as this are left unchallenged and the knowledge gap of FE 
grows rather than diminishes, as graduates from FE are not as likely to follow career 
paths that within their sphere of influence enable them to become its advocates. Over 
time, this may have played a role in the six major reforms experienced by the sector 
since its incorporation in 1999 (Panchamia, 2012), and the additional changes made to 
its qualifications and funding systems, much more numerous and frequent than 
changes experienced by schools and universities, leading to yet further confusion of the 
sector (157 Group, 2013). Indeed, as stated by Panchamia (2012: 1) – ͞The lack of 
consensus about the main goals of FE has translated into somewhat chaotic policy-
making over the last two decades. The government has frequently shifted back and 
forth between centrally planning provision so that it reflects national skills priorities 
and devolving more choice to local employers and learners. Alongside this policy churn, 
a number of institutions, geographical tiers and arms-length bodies have been set up 
aŶd aďolished ĐƌeatiŶg a Đoŵpleǆ aŶd highlǇ uŶstaďle sǇsteŵ͟. 
The physical appearance of many of the buildings colleges still occupy does little to 
help combat less favourable perceptions. 40% of the current FE estate was constructed 
between 1960 and 1979, and is in poor condition and unfit for purpose as a result of 
fuŶdiŶg ĐoŶstƌaiŶts thƌoughout the ϭϵϴϬ͛s ;NAO, ϮϬϬϴ; “toŶe, ϮϬϭϭͿ. “Đhools aŶd 
universities did not experience equivalent funding constraints leading to the perception 
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that the FE sector suffers from a disadvantaged middle child syndrome (Foster, 2005), a 
pattern that is replicated in the U.S where community colleges receive the lowest state 
funding per full-time equivalent student of all levels of public education, and have been 
subject to cuts in the latest round of budget rollbacks (Eddy, 2005). 
A capital pƌogƌaŵŵe ͚BuildiŶg Colleges foƌ the Futuƌe͛ fuŶded ďǇ the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt ǁas 
launched in 2001 mirroring a similar programme rolled out for schools, with the aim to 
rectify some of the neglect of the English FE estate. It funded 700 projects in 330 
colleges and was widely regarded as a success, but due to mismanagement, the 
programme collapsed in 2009 (Foster, 2009). However, the 157 Group (2010[a]) 
identified that completed construction projects had a positive impact on student 
numbers and success rates, which itself has improved perceptions and visibility of the 
sector. As will be discussed in subsequent chapters, capital building projects are still 
therefore highly regarded by college leaders, many of whom see the condition of the 
Đollege͛s phǇsiĐal iŶfƌastructure as essential for a positive public image, and therefore 
the survival of the college itself. This has been expressed as a priority for college 
leaders for the sustainability of colleges by improving reputations and becoming leaner 
through more eco-efficient estates, i.e. doing more with less (157 Group, 2011).  The 
seĐtoƌ aŶd its goǀeƌŶaŶĐe stƌuĐtuƌe͛s appƌoaĐh to sustaiŶaďilitǇ aƌe disĐussed iŶ 
greater detail in chapter 5 as part of the potential explanation behind the studǇ͛s 
results outlined in chapter 4. 
1.4 Summary  
This chapter provided an overview of the study that is presented within this thesis 
including the objective of the research, the key definitions the reader should be aware 
of, and a synopsis of the research area the study is based upon. The review of literature 
presented by chapter 2 discusses in greater detail the conceptual areas pertinent to 
this study and highlights where appropriate key differences between HE and FE. The 
chapter clarifies the literature gap that this study seeks to begin filling by answering the 
research objective and research questions, which are also provided. 
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Chapter 2. Literature review  
This literature review begins with an introduction of the key concepts concerning 
sustainability and sustainable development and their definitions, and key theories that 
describe the purpose of education. While semantics and perceptions of sustainability 
aƌe iŶheƌeŶtlǇ iŶǀolǀed iŶ aĐhieǀiŶg this studǇ͛s oďjeĐtiǀe, the puƌpose of this liteƌatuƌe 
review is to provide the necessary contextual background of the studǇ͛s ŵaiŶ ĐoŶĐepts 
- the role of education for sustainable development, how sustainability is assessed in 
Higher Education, and the application of transition management governance as the 
conceptual framework to validate the results of this study.  
2.1 Defining sustainability  
Sustainable Development (SD) as a definition was formally introduced as an 
international priority and an alternative to the dominant socio-economic paradigm 
ǁithiŶ the ϭϵϴϳ BƌuŶdtlaŶd ‘epoƌt ͚Ouƌ CoŵŵoŶ Futuƌe͛ ;LozaŶo, ϮϬϬϴ; Dade aŶd 
HasseŶzahl, ϮϬϭϯͿ, ǁhiĐh defiŶed sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt as ͞deǀelopŵeŶt that 
meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations 
to ŵeet theiƌ oǁŶ Ŷeeds͟ ;WCED, 1987: 43). Since then up to 80 alternative and often 
contradictory definitions of sustainable development have emerged (Williams and 
Millington, 2004) and continue to do so reflecting national, community and cultural 
contexts and their changing priorities (Marien, 1996; Glavic and Lukman, 2007). While 
contextual relevance and understanding different interpretations are important for 
steering action and improving communication so that SD may be achieved (Glavic and 
Lukman, 2007; Peti, 2012; Sterling, 2013), semantic arguments over the definition of 
sustainability or sustainable development are time consuming and continue to prevent 
meaningful action being made (Dunphy et al, 2007; Cook et al, 2010; Christen and 
Schmidt, 2012; Peti, 2012). Indeed, the proliferation of ambiguous and often contested 
terms has led to confusion, and the perception that it is simply a catch phrase, cliché, 
or fad (Cullingford, 2004[a]; Palmer, 2004; Lozano, 2006; Glavic and Lukman, 2007; 
Peti, 2012).  
In most cases, definitions can be categorised against one of the four interconnected 
aspects of sustainability: environmental, social, cultural and economic (Lockley and 
Jarrath, 2013), or one of five categories as stated by Lozano (2008:1838):  
1. ͞The ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶal eĐoŶoŵists peƌspeĐtiǀe 
2. Non-environmental degradation perspective 
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3. Integrational perspective, i.e. encompassing the economic, environmental, and 
social aspects;  
4. Inter-generational perspective;  
5. HolistiĐ peƌspeĐtiǀe͟.  
It is either through the conventional economists͛ perspective or non-environmental 
degradation perspective that many definitions from the developed world observe, 
whereby sustainability is perceived as eitheƌ ͞Ŷo ŵoƌe thaŶ oŶe eleŵeŶt of a desiƌaďle 
deǀelopŵeŶt path͟ ;“taǀiŶs et al, ϮϬϬϯ: ϯϰϬͿ, oƌ that it is aŶ issue that ĐoŶĐeƌŶs the 
natural environment only (Cullingford, 2004[a]; Lozano, 2006; Doppelt, 2008; Dade and 
Hassenzahl, 2013), both of which assume that current industrial and consumerist 
trajectories can continue alongside ecological considerations (Quilley, 2009).  
Christie et al (2014:ϮϭͿ also ideŶtifǇ that ͞sustaiŶaďilitǇ has tƌaditioŶallǇ ďeeŶ used as a 
synonym for long-teƌŵ, duƌaďle oƌ sǇsteŵatiĐ pƌoĐesses͟, ǁhiĐh is iŶdeed oŶe of the 
two most dominant interpretations held by participants of this study whereby it is used 
as a term to steer and justify action contrary to the true meaning of SD. Similarly, in 
‘eid aŶd PetoĐz͛s studǇ ;ϮϬϬϲͿ, iŶteƌǀieǁs ǁith aĐadeŵiĐs ƌeǀealed aŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg 
of sustaiŶaďilitǇ to ŵeaŶ ͚to keep soŵethiŶg goiŶg͛, arguably providing an alibi from 
having to consider the concept more widely (Christie et al, 2014). However, as stated 
by Cullingford (2004[a]:ϭϵͿ ͞the ŵost iŵpoƌtaŶt ƌeasoŶ foƌ the ŵisuse of the teƌŵ lies 
iŶ its ǀeƌǇ sigŶifiĐaŶĐe͟. In other words it is perhaps easier to believe that society 
simply does not understand the term, rather than the more implicating and 
disappointing explanation that inaction continues because the term and what is 
required is actually partially, or even fully understood.  
Consequently, weak, contradictory and almost meaningless interpretations of 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌeŵaiŶ ĐeŶtƌed oŶ a huŵaŶ ǁoƌldǀieǁ, plaĐiŶg eŵphasis oŶ ͚sustaiŶed͛ 
oƌ ͚suĐĐessful͛ gƌoǁth as aŶ iŶdiĐatoƌ of eĐoŶoŵiĐ deǀelopŵeŶt, ďoth of ǁhiĐh do 
nothing to discourage the continued demands of the Earth (Williams and Millington, 
2004; Waas et al, 2011). It is also relevant to point out that un-sustainability is not just 
a human-earth problem; it is increasingly becoming a human–human problem as the 
inequality of power manifests and proliferates unsustainability (Cullingford, 2004[b]). 
Social equity is therefore a fundamental principle that should underpin all 
interpretations (Huby, 2004), however the continued divergence of what are 
essentially social science and natural science understandings, maintain difficulties 
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within the sustainability discourse (Christen and Schmidt, 2012). It is therefore 
important that interpretational limits are respected (Waas et al, 2011), and refer 
equally to economic, social and environmental sustainability. Some examples are as 
follows:  
Sterling and Maxey (2013:2) describe sustainability as ͞seĐuƌiŶg eĐoŶoŵiĐ ǀiaďilitǇ, 
social coherence and ecological iŶtegƌitǇ at loĐal to gloďal sĐales͟.  
GlaǀiĐ aŶd LukŵaŶ ;ϮϬϬϳ:ϭϴϴϰͿ stated, ͞Sustainable development could be introduced 
as a process or evolution, emphasising the evolution of human society from the 
responsible economic point of view, in accordance with environmental and natural 
pƌoĐesses͟.  
And Waas et al (2011:1645) state that, ͞sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt aiŵs to ŵeet huŵaŶ 
needs and aspirations, now and in the future, in an equitable way while protecting our 
environment, which we share with other living speĐies oŶ Eaƌth͟.  
In practice, environmental, economic and social dimensions of SD are often separated 
and simplified into their individual components which although can be useful and more 
manageable, can also be misleading as they are in fact inseparable and co-dependent 
(Scott and Gough, 2004; Sterling and Maxey, 2013). When discussing the application of 
the SD theoƌǇ iŶto the Đoƌpoƌate ǁoƌld, DuŶphǇ et al ;ϮϬϬϳͿ highlight the ͚ŵajoƌ͛ 
challenge felt by businesses when attempting to integrate each dimension into a 
holistic process. Organisations within all sectors tend to therefore focus on dimensions 
independently, particularly economic and environmental, however, this is not to say 
that businesses and their employees, or indeed any individual does not intuitively 
understand the broader principles of sustainability. It is perhaps more relevant to 
suggest that as a society, we have compounded interpretational limitations by insisting 
on defining sustainability, the parameters of which must then be adhered to.  
What has perhaps been forgotten is that sustainability should be a non-prescriptive 
concept (Sterling, 2013), particularly so as what is considered to be sustainable, or 
what should be sustained, is subject to interpretation and will (or perhaps even should) 
change over time (Markard et al, 2012). Indeed, sustainability, if ever achieved, will 
happen over many generations, at different local, regional, national and global levels 
(Loorbach et al, 2009), essentially reflecting and ͞paǇiŶg atteŶtioŶ to the long-term 
ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes of aĐtioŶs͟ ;CulliŶgfoƌd, ϮϬϬϰ[a]:17). It is therefore important and 
  
19 
faithful to the morality and values of sustainability that definitions and their meaning 
are developed democratically, not objectively defined beforehand, in order to ensure 
that the values and interests of all societal actors are represented and balanced 
through debate and discussion (Palmer, 2004; Loorbach et al, 2009). Indeed, allowing 
for multiple definitions of sustainability has made possible its wider acceptance 
(Shriberg, 2002), however, this has and can lead to the development of contradictory 
meanings where sustainability is used interchangeably to suit different scientific, 
political or symbolic meanings (Wals and Jickling, 2002; Cullingford, 2004[a]), 
͞legitimising some policies and practices, while discouraging and de-legitimating 
otheƌs͟ ;Palŵeƌ, 2004:232). Indeed, because definitions and their application vary 
depeŶdiŶg oŶ ǁho oƌ ǁhat is iŵpliĐated, it is theƌefoƌe easǇ to see hoǁ ͞sustaiŶaďilitǇ 
actors can easily talk past one another and may even perform contradictory and 
conflicting initiatiǀes͟ ;Gaƌud aŶd GehŵaŶ, ϮϬϭϮ:980). As discussed subsequently, this 
is pertinent to education and how it currently addresses sustainability, compared with 
how it should. 
2.2 The role of education  
͞Though ĐoŶǀeŶtioŶal ǁisdoŵ holds that all eduĐatioŶ is good, aŶd the ŵoƌe oŶe of it 
has the better, the truth is that without significant precautions, [it] can equip people 
ŵeƌelǇ to ďe ŵoƌe effeĐtiǀe ǀaŶdals of the Eaƌth͟ (Orr, 1994: 5). 
While universities, or indeed any educational institution are not the direct cause of 
many of the complex problems associated with an unsustainable society, the education 
system contributes to them through the production of knowledge which has been 
optimised to suit the purposes of industry (Batterham, 2003; Ferrer-Balas et al, 2010). 
Students are educated to compete and consume, rather than to care and conserve 
(Sterling, 2001; Quilley, 2009), therefore, as stated by Phillips (2009[a]:ϮϬϵͿ: ͞the 
educational system is at the heart of our current unsustainable society, being both its 
product and its creator. From buildings, to staff selection and from catering to 
curriculum planning, are embodied values and assumptions that are in themselves, 
uŶsustaiŶaďle͟.  
In response to the pandemic crises of climate change and capitalism, universities must 
play a profound role in creating a society capable of transformation, as it is through the 
actions and decisions of those in positions of authority, often educated to an 
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undergraduate or postgraduate level that have the most influence on the state of the 
world (Orr, 1992; Lidgren et al, 2006; Baker-Shelley et al, 2017).  
EduĐatioŶ͛s ƌole iŶ sustaiŶaďilitǇ is Ŷot a ƌeĐeŶt pheŶoŵeŶoŶ, aŶd ǁhile it is has ďeeŶ 
increasingly recognised that higher education as a societal leader and future shaper has 
a critical role in being an exemplar of the values of sustainable development – namely 
͞soĐial justiĐe, eƋuitǇ, eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal pƌoteĐtioŶ aŶd ethiĐal aŶd deŵoĐƌatiĐ deĐisioŶ-
ŵakiŶg͟ (Bessant et al, 2015: 4), the education system and its component parts are 
largely part of the unsustainability problem it needs to address (Sterling, 2004).  
This is demonstrated none more so than by the overlooking of well-grounded, 
substantive sustainability research when creating and reviewing policies at a 
governmental level (Kiraly et al, 2017) as well as at a university level, where it is ͞aŶ 
iŶtƌaĐtaďle paƌadoǆ͟ ;Baker-Shelley et al, 2017: 263) that the future of the planet itself 
͞haƌdlǇ ƌegisteƌs iŶ ŵost ŵaiŶstƌeaŵ poliĐǇ ŵakiŶg aŶd pƌaĐtiĐe iŶ higheƌ eduĐatioŶ͟ 
(Sterling, 2013:17).  
Whilst it is unsurprising and ͞self-eǀideŶt that ͚aĐtioŶ͛ is uŶlikelǇ to Đoŵe fƌoŵ people 
ǁhose tƌaiŶiŶg has ďeeŶ ǁithiŶ the ĐuƌƌeŶt uŶsustaiŶaďle paƌadigŵ͟ ;Phillips, 
2009[a]:209), if societal change is a consequence of the interaction between 
organisations and institutions (Westley et al, 2011) and educational institutions as sub-
systems of wider society are shaped and oriented by the norms and dominant beliefs 
of the social context they serve (Sterling, 2004; Stevenson, 2007), education as a sector 
has the opportunity to improve the understanding of and bridge the gap between 
governance and societal change (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Sedlacek, 2013). 
Universities transmit powerful educational messages far beyond their specific teaching 
and research activities through their preparation and training of future leaders and 
decision makers (Ferrer-Balas et al, 2010; Lozano et al, 2013; Roos, 2017). Universities 
should therefore focus on studying the central issues of the time (Cullingford, 2004[a]; 
Stephens and Graham, 2010). However univeƌsities haǀe iŶstead ͞ďeĐoŵe 
disĐoŶŶeĐted fƌoŵ the ĐoŶteǆt foƌ suĐh leaƌŶiŶg͟ ;BaǁdeŶ, ϮϬϬϰ:ϮϮͿ, aŶd aƌe 
constrained by short term cost cutting and productivity measures (Krizek et al, 2012), 
and ͚fiƌe-fightiŶg͛ deĐisioŶ ŵakiŶg iŶ theiƌ ͞diuƌŶal sĐƌaŵďle to suƌǀiǀe͟ ;CulliŶgfoƌd, 
2004[b]:249).   
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Both universities and colleges aƌe thƌeateŶed ďǇ the ͞pƌogƌessiǀe ŵaƌĐh of pƌiǀate 
sector logic, which if left unchecked, threatens to transform academic institutions into 
a special kind of business operation driven eǆĐlusiǀelǇ ďǇ the logiĐ of ŵaƌkets͟ ;LaǁsoŶ, 
2014:271). Much like the challenges faced by local government, where legislation 
rhetorically encourages local responsiveness and innovation, it in fact stifles it through 
performance monitoring, scrutiny panels and regulation (Burns, 2000). This leaves the 
role or perceived role of universities at odds, whereby simultaneously they are 
͞eŶĐouƌaged to ďe eŶtƌepƌeŶeuƌial aŶd iŶdepeŶdeŶt, aĐtiŶg as a pƌiǀatised ĐoŵpaŶǇ, 
and at the same time are held publicly accouŶtaďle͟ ;CulliŶgfoƌd, ϮϬϬϰ[a]: 15). This 
trend has only grown over the last decade whereby the role of education remains as a 
provider of a skills base required for achieving economic growth (Gough and Scott, 
2008; Wolf, 2011; CAVTL, 2013), and as a supplier and contributor to the needs of 
industry, consumerism, and an over-reliance on technical solutions (Batterham, 2003; 
Cullingford, 2004[a]; Leitch, 2006; Davies, 2009[a]; Waas et al, 2010; Lozano et al, 
2013), a role which is firmly based upon antithetical neoliberalism (Bessant et al, 2015).  
The reasons behind this are complex, but are partially attributed to the difficult 
positioŶ that uŶiǀeƌsities aŶd Đolleges haǀe fouŶd theŵselǀes iŶ. The ͚iǀoƌǇ toǁeƌ͛ 
mentality of universities for example has been rightly challenged because the 
responsibility of all education should be to address all the challenges felt by and facing 
society (Bessant et al, 2015). However, because of the particular focus given to 
economic prosperity above all else within our society and the increasing need for 
universities and colleges to make their money through independent means rather than 
relying upon government funding, arguably educational institutions have been left with 
no choice other than to do what they must to ensure their own organisational 
sustainability or survival within the current climate (Bessant et al, 2015). As recognised 
ďǇ Kuŵaƌ ;ϮϬϬϵ: ϯϬͿ ͞ŵoŶeǇ is a good iŶǀeŶtioŶ as a ŵeaŶs to aŶ eŶd, ďut Ŷoǁ ŵoŶeǇ 
itself has ďeĐoŵe aŶd eŶd…almost everything has become a commoditǇ͟. 
Specific characteristics of universities and colleges have contributed to each of their 
slow responses to the growing challenges presented by sustainability (Stephens and 
Graham, 2010). AƌguaďlǇ though FE͛s ƌespoŶse has ďeeŶ the sloǁest aŶd patĐhiest 
compared with universities and schools (Scott and Gough, 2010), largely due to the fact 
that the leadership structure for FE over the past decade has been so tumultuous. 
While “Đott aŶd Gough ;ϮϬϭϬͿ ƌefeƌeŶĐe that the L“C͛s leadeƌship of sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁas 
placed into the hands of the SFA as its successor in 2010 and LSIS as a separate 
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leadership service, the closure of LSIS in 2013 appears to have also signalled the end of 
any dedicated external sustainability leadership for the sector. Though the Association 
of Colleges (AoC) pƌoǀides soŵe seĐtoƌ led guidaŶĐe, it is ƌespoŶsiǀe to the seĐtoƌ͛s 
demands which are largely confined to estates and facilities issues. In other words, any 
external guidance and proactive leadership on sustainability has now gone. 
Consequently, the sector (as evidenced by this study) continues to refer to and depend 
on a small number of sustainability guidance documents published by the AoC, the 
latest of which was published in 2008. 
This is problematic since sustainable development and institutional change require 
learning (Safarzynska et al, 2012; Sterling and Maxey, 2013); therefore universities and 
colleges are ideal potential candidates for inducing societal change (Stephens and 
Graham, 2010). However colleges and many universities appear to have stalled at a 
leǀel of leaƌŶiŶg aďout sustaiŶaďilitǇ that is ƌesoŶaŶt ǁith “teƌliŶg͛s (2004) 
accommodative response (see table 4Ϳ, ǁhiĐh see͛s ͞a ͚ďolt-oŶ͛ of sustaiŶaďilitǇ ideas 
to the existing system, which itself remains largely unchanged. This is an adaptive, first 
order change or learning. Through this response, the dominant paradigm maintains its 
staďilitǇ͟ ;“teƌliŶg, ϮϬϬϰ: ϱϴͿ.  
Furthermore, college leaders within this study have indicated the universities are 
better equipped than colleges to be educational leaders of sustainability, but that 
colleges could learn and benefit from university leadership. This is resonant with 
Safarzynska et al (2012) and Lawson (2014) who state that social learning relies on 
imitation or copying from successful organisations and therefore prestigious 
universities have a particularly inspirational role to play. However, what this overlooks 
is that at a tiŵe ǁheŶ tƌaŶsfoƌŵatioŶal ĐhaŶge iŶ eduĐatioŶ is Ŷeeded the ŵost, ͞it 
remains as elusiǀe aŶd ƌeŵote as eǀeƌ͟ ;“teƌliŶg aŶd MaǆeǇ, ϮϬϭϯ:ϱͿ. Fuƌtheƌŵoƌe, ďǇ 
waiting and placing responsibility onto universities to take the lead, it relieves colleges 
from having to identify their own leadership role and responsibility.  
The structure and processes of university governance, ǁheƌeďǇ ͞governance is to 
defiŶe eǆpeĐtatioŶs, ŵake deĐisioŶs, gƌaŶt poǁeƌ aŶd alloĐate ƌesouƌĐes͟ ;‘oos, ϮϬϭϳ: 
118), should also provide an important framework through which commitment to 
sustainability can be demonstrated (Littledyke et al, 2013; Gomez et al, 2014).  
However, the hierarchical nature of power distribution within universities and colleges 
make the challenge and promotion of sustainability even more difficult (Sedlacek, 
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2013; Shiel, 2013). The afore mentioned ͚iǀoƌǇ toǁeƌ͛ ŵeŶtalitǇ held ďǇ ŵaŶǇ 
universities perpetuates weak board governance, which is embedded as a result of 
tenured faculty where the focus remains on traditional disciplinary development 
(Doppelt, 2010; Adombent, 2013; Migliore, 2012; Posner and Stuart, 2013). This 
presents a formidable challenge to achieving many of the key characteristics of a 
sustainable university such as: 
 ͞PƌoŵotiŶg tƌaŶsfoƌŵatiǀe ƌatheƌ thaŶ tƌaŶsŵissiǀe eduĐatioŶ ďǇ pƌepaƌiŶg 
students to address complex sustainability challenges 
 Emphasise inter-and trans-disciplinary research and science 
 Enhance problem-solving skills in education that are pertinent to the societal 
goals  
 Establish networks that can tap into varied expertise around the campus to 
share resources efficiently and meaningfully 
 Provide leadership and vision that promotes the needed change and guides to 
a long-term transformation of the university that is responsive to the changing 
needs of a society͟ ;Waheed et al, 2011: 720).  
Ϯ.Ϯ.ϭ EduĐatioŶ’s ƌelatioŶship with sustainability  
A university has direct and indirect impacts on the economy, society and the 
environment through the internal and external functions of its people (such as 
investment practices), its physical presence (what resources does a building consume), 
and through what it teaches as well as the research services it provides (Scott and 
Gough, 2004; Clarke and Kouri, 2009). There are several ways in which academics refer 
to these functions or processes, for example Littledyke et al (2013) states that 
universities transact sustainability through their governance, infrastructure and 
curriculum, or as stated by Sterling (2004), through their campuses, curriculum and 
community. Hopkinson et al (2004) call them direct and indirect functions, relating to 
direct operational and campus based impacts, and indirect impacts as a result of 
research practices and student behaviours post-graduation. Similarly, Sedlacek (2013) 
also specifies three functions through which universities directly affect society, namely 
through their education, research and governance practices. Echoing most of these 
themes, Gomez et al (2014) also specify the interdependency of four dimensions; 
education, research, operations and community outreach and propose the inclusion of 
a fifth dimension of assessment and reporting, as suggested by Lozano (2006).  
With the exception of research, colleges too are places of learning, business and are 
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noteworthy community stakeholders, and have the same direct and indirect, actual and 
potential for positive and negative impacts on society, the economy and the 
environment. Indeed, although discussing HE, this statement made by Adombent 
(2013: 22) has direct relevance to the functions and purposes of FE: ͞Eǆteƌnally, 
universities can contribute to regional sustainable development in their sphere of 
influence mainly by: bringing in their own institutional management practice 
(improvement of energy efficiency and introduction of EMS), serving as a source of 
technical expertise, accomplishing their cultural mission, reaching beyond skills 
development toward employability by promoting ideals and critical thinking skills, 
acting as leaders during their work with local authorities and other societal 
stakeholdeƌs ǁheŶ settiŶg up aŶd iŵpleŵeŶtiŶg ƌegioŶal sustaiŶaďilitǇ plaŶs͟.  
However, while the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s loǁ ĐaƌďoŶ skills ageŶda is iŶĐƌeasiŶg the pƌofile of 
education for sustainable development, within FE, this has presented itself almost 
exclusively within the limited narrative of specific STEM (Science, Technology, 
Engineering and Mathematics) curriculum areas such as, engineering and construction, 
environmental/ renewable technologies and conservation/ land management 
(Kythreotis, 2011:5), reflected in the AoC 2011 study on headline findings of 16 – 19 
enrolment which shows an increase in popularity of STEM courses as a general trend 
(AoC, 2011), but reinforces the perception that sustainable development is something 
that must be physically iŵpleŵeŶted oƌ leaƌŶed as aŶ ͚eǆtƌa͛. Foster (2005:7) stated 
that ͞deǀelopiŶg fiŶaŶĐial iŶĐeŶtiǀes to steeƌ [FE] students onto courses valuable to the 
eĐoŶoŵǇ͟ is oŶe ǁaǇ iŶ ǁhiĐh Đolleges of the futuƌe ǁill ŵeet the deŵaŶds of the Ϯϭst 
century.  
While Wals and Blewitt (2010) state that pathways to sustainability will require taking 
advantage of current trends such as the low carbon economy, colleges often fall victim 
to the cyclical and somewhat short-lived government funding priorities based on what 
is perceived to be of value to the economy. Take for instance, the UK photovoltaic 
market in 2011 where the government halved the financial reward on new installations 
and consequently reduced the monthly number of new installations from 27,000 to 
12,000. Many of the 25,000 newly qualified employees who had trained at colleges lost 
their jobs and the financial incentive for colleges to offer such courses was instantly 
diminished (Hughes, 2011; Branson, 2013).  
Furthermore, though this has not been empirically studied, it is likely that the 
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peƌĐeiǀed ǀulŶeƌaďilitǇ of suĐh ͞Ŷeǁ͟ eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtallǇ theŵed courses may have 
negatively impacted on the confidence of colleges to offer similar courses in the future, 
perpetuating the notion that teaching sustainability is expensive and unreliable 
compared to traditionally offered courses. The increased emphasis of students as 
customers brought about by rising tuition fees means that even more, students are 
focussed on the best financial return on their money (Bessant et al, 2015). 
Consequently, poorer performing subjects that are not explicitly linked to typical 
graduate markets are at risk of closure.  This is especially problematic for sustainability, 
which, in both HE and FE, is already perceived to be a subject of special disciplinary 
interest and is typically taught exclusively in environmental terms ǁithiŶ ͞likelǇ 
suďjeĐts͟ ;“teƌliŶg, ϮϬϭϯ: ϯϱͿ suĐh as eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal Đourses, or vocational areas such 
as land-based studies.  
As ideŶtified ďǇ ‘ǇaŶ aŶd CottoŶ ;ϮϬϭϯ:ϭϱϮͿ, ͞staff aŶd studeŶts stƌuggle to 
uŶdeƌstaŶd the ĐoŶĐeptual ƌaŶge of the teƌŵ ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛, foĐusiŶg fiƌst oŶ its 
environmental dimensions and missing the iŶtegƌatioŶ of soĐial aŶd eĐoŶoŵiĐ aspeĐts͟. 
This ĐoŵŵoŶ peƌĐeptioŶ pƌeĐludes sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛s ƌeleǀaŶĐe to core business planning, 
viewing sustainability as the operational responsibility of campus management only, 
therefore excluding it from research and teaching practices where often no reference 
to sustainability competences, careers, or the paradigmatic change required of them in 
order to achieve sustainable development is made (Selby et al, 2009; Sterling, 2013). 
Consequently, typical approaches taken by universities often include the following 
activities (Hopkinson et al, 2004; Brinkhurst et al, 2011; Bessant et al, 2015), the 
characteristics of which and relevance to the Transition Management Framework 
(TMF) are discussed in detail in chapter 2.3.4: 
 Education and teaching students about sustainability, which may also be 
reflected in some changes within academic curricula  
 Sustainability-focused research  
 Campus operations and environmental management which seeks to reduce 
the impact of the univeƌsitǇ͛s activities  
 Engaging with other businesses and the community on sustainability issues 
 Policy and administrative based planning for sustainability. 
This peculiar set of circumstances fails to acknowledge the irony that while ever the 
environmental facet of sustainability is being focussed on, it allows, even validates, the 
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continuation of more damaging economic and social norms, oƌ the ͞ŵodus opeƌaŶdi of 
iŶstƌuŵeŶtal ƌatioŶalitǇ͟ ;“teƌliŶg, ϮϬϬϰ: ϱϵͿ.  
The sustainability discourse itself can also be uŶhelpful; the ǁoƌd ͚iŶitiatiǀe͛ foƌ 
example, commonly used by FE leaders and within academic sustainability literature is 
implicit of something that is transient or temporary. Additionally, people feel that 
sustainability does not apply to their area of responsibility (Littledyke et al, 2013), or 
that it is an inconvenience (Cullingford, 2004[b]), or an expensive distraction (Foster, 
2009). MaŶǇ ŵoƌe teŶd to peƌĐeiǀe sustaiŶaďilitǇ as soŵeoŶe else͛s ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ i.e. 
they ͚poiŶt at poǁeƌ͛ ;Mooƌe, ϮϬϬϱ; Baƌdati, ϮϬϬϲ; Hoover and Harder, 2015). This 
perception can be seen to emerge for several reasons:  
 ͞DisĐipliŶaƌǇ oƌ depaƌtŵeŶtal ďouŶdaƌies 
 Distinct roles of responsibility within the institution 
 A lack of energy, time, collaboration, common vision or ownership 
 A lack of clarity over responsibility 
 A lack of reflection on individual ageŶĐǇ͟ ;Hooǀeƌ aŶd Haƌdeƌ, ϮϬϭϱ: ϭϴϰ). 
As stated earlier, universities are though as much influenced by the norms and 
dominant beliefs of wider society; therefore it is likely that resistance to sustainability 
reflects a wider cultural resistance to, or suspicion of sustainability (Wals and Blewitt, 
2010). Indeed, the opinion of sustainability being associated with personal 
inconvenience is prevalent across society (Cullingford, 2004[b]).  
Within universities, sustainability is understood to mean doing more with less (Glavic 
and Lukman, 2007), and not as something that should (nor is able) to question a 
uŶiǀeƌsitǇ͛s puƌpose oƌ paƌadigŵ ;“teƌliŶg, 2013). ͚EĐo-effiĐieŶĐǇ͛ aĐtiǀities aƌe 
theƌefoƌe ƌesoŶaŶt oŶlǇ ǁith ͞tǁo of the thƌee aǆes of sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt, 
environment aŶd eĐoŶoŵiĐs͟ ;EhƌeŶfeld, ϮϬϬϱ:6Ϳ aŶd is defiŶed as ͞the deliǀeƌǇ of 
competitively priced goods and services that satisfy human needs and bring quality of 
life, while progressively reducing ecological impacts and resource intensity throughout 
the life ĐǇĐle, to a leǀel at least iŶ liŶe ǁith the Eaƌth͛s ĐaƌƌǇiŶg ĐapaĐitǇ͟ ;EhƌeŶfeld, 
2005:6). Eco-efficiency therefore does not concern social aspects of sustainability such 
as eƋualitǇ ;EhƌeŶfeld, ϮϬϬϱͿ oƌ iŶdeed aŶǇ of the theŵes ƌepƌeseŶted ďǇ the “DG͛s. 
However, because eco-efficiency has arisen as a term and strategy that allows business 
to refine its activities for its own economic gains whilst at the same time demonstrating 
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ecological corporate responsibility (Ehrenfeld, 2005), such activities are perceived to be 
enough of a response at a societal level in order to achieve more sustainable lifestyles 
(Gambini, 2006). This focus therefore refines existing practices and makes them 
͚ďetteƌ͛, ƌatheƌ thaŶ foĐussiŶg effoƌts oŶ seekiŶg alteƌŶatiǀes oƌ ͚doiŶg ďetteƌ thiŶgs͛ 
;“teƌliŶg, ϮϬϬϰͿ. This issue ŵaǇ ďe ĐoŵpouŶded fuƌtheƌ as although the ͚eĐo͛ eleŵeŶt 
of eco-efficiency pledges recognition of the natural environment, it is only validated as 
part of an overall process of economic gain. An alternative that would lead to a quality 
of life less than what society (in developed countries) has become accustomed to 
would be perceived as economic or political suicide. As is demonstrated within the 
ƌesults of this studǇ, ͞theƌe is little sǇŵpathǇ, let aloŶe adŵiƌatioŶ, foƌ ͚tƌee huggeƌs͟ 
(Gambini, 2006:264).  
Terminology and conceptual understandings aside, many academics share values that 
underlie sustainability and sustainable education (Hoover and Harder, 2015) and 
leaders acknowledge that sustainability and education for sustainable development are 
of considerable importance (Beltran-Kadji et al, 2013). However embedding 
sustainability withiŶ higheƌ eduĐatioŶ ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ ƌeŵaiŶs ͞the ŵost diffiĐult aƌea of 
sustainability practice in which to gain traĐtioŶ͟ ;‘ǇaŶ aŶd CottoŶ, ϮϬϭϯ:151). This 
difficulty is perpetuated by the silo mentality of academics and sustainability 
practitioners alike, as stated by Scott and Gough (2004:ϮϯϳͿ ͞eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal ŵaŶageƌs 
doŶ͛t deal ǁith ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ, aŶd ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ plaŶŶeƌs aŶd aĐadeŵiĐs doŶ͛t haǀe to thiŶk 
aďout eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal ŵaŶageŵeŶt͟. PƌeseŶt aƌƌaŶgeŵeŶts foƌ ŵaŶagiŶg ŶoŶ-
academic sustainability in many universities and colleges delegate to, and rely upon the 
leadeƌship of sustaiŶaďilitǇ of a siŶgle ͚eǆpeƌt͛ ;Hooǀeƌ aŶd Haƌdeƌ, ϮϬϭϱ), which in 
soŵe UK FE Đolleges is ofteŶ aŶ ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal ŵaŶageƌ͛ oƌ paƌt of the ƌeŵit of the 
DiƌeĐtoƌ foƌ ͚PhǇsiĐal ƌesouƌĐes/ Estates/ FaĐilities ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛. Whetheƌ this is a 
ƌesult of the suĐĐess of ͚eco-effiĐieŶĐǇ͛ having assisted universities and colleges in 
meeting increasing government expectations of accountability and efficiency (Davison 
et al, 2014), or a reflection of leaders͛ perceptions and perhaps underestimations of 
how a university or college is able to contribute or articulate its contribution to 
sustainability is unclear. Christie et al (2014) believes that it is as a result of regulation 
pressure, the financial iŶĐeŶtiǀes aŶd ƌesultaŶt ͚ǀisiďilitǇ͛ of Đaŵpus alteƌatioŶs aŶd 
improvements that have accelerated campus greening over other sustainability 
initiatives.  
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The tendency to employ dedicated roles such as campus or environmental managers 
within one facet of the business replicates the hierarchical and disciplinary-boundary 
based structure of a university (Blewitt, 2004; Posner and Stuart, 2013), therefore 
ĐoŶtƌadiĐtiŶg the pƌiŶĐiple of sustaiŶaďilitǇ that is ͞ďƌeakiŶg doǁŶ the distiŶĐtioŶ 
ďetǁeeŶ ͚eǆpeƌt͛ aŶd ͚laǇ͛ kŶoǁledge͟ ;Hooǀeƌ and Harder, 2015:184) and has placed 
sustainability and its leadeƌship ͞iŶto a ďoǆ, ďoth ŵeŶtallǇ aŶd iŶ pƌaĐtiĐe͟ ;“teƌliŶg, 
2013:39). The placement of this position is also relevant to how sustainability is 
perceived and implemented; to align a dedicated role with an operational or academic 
function of a university or college for some, will immediately pigeon hole and call into 
question its relevance to the other organisational functions. “iŵilaƌlǇ, the seĐtoƌ͛s 
focus on campus greening may have perpetuated many of the barriers to academic 
engagement or the perception of whose responsibility it is. Indeed, those responsible 
for campus sustainability are increasingly working to legislative or regulatory 
parameters, and the financial expectations of implementing such measures, neither of 
which affect academic staff who aƌeŶ͛t ƌeƋuiƌed to take sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt 
seriously unless driven by personal interest, student demand or the respect of other 
academic professionals (Jones et al, 2010; Brinkhurst et al, 2011). It is certainly easier 
foƌ uŶiǀeƌsities aŶd Đolleges to ͚taĐkle͛ Đaŵpus gƌeeŶiŶg aŶd eco-efficiency rather than 
to instil the cultural and behaviour changes required to embed sustainability holistically 
and systemically within institutions (Fien, 2002; Sterling, 2013).  
Sustainable development conflicts with existing concepts and teaching methods which 
are based on static and reductionist approaches (Lozano, 2006, Waas et al, 2010), and 
the language used which is mainly focussed on anthropocentric, industrial, mechanistic 
aŶd ĐoŵputatioŶal ŵetaphoƌs ;Bleǁitt, ϮϬϬϰͿ. Theƌefoƌe Đaŵpus gƌeeŶiŶg͛s populaƌitǇ 
is perhaps unsurprising given that it essentially improves existing mechanistic processes 
and philosophies. However, eco-efficiency cannot be relied upon to deliver long term 
sustainability; opportunities for efficiencies will eventually become exhausted (Garud 
and Gehman, 2012), and there is little point in having outstandingly efficient and low 
environmental impact buildings if more of the same pedagogies and policy instruments 
are being applied (Shields et al, 2002; Phillips, 2009[a]).  
In addition to its perceived irrelevance, further barriers to academic engagement with 
sustainability according to Dawe et al (2005), Jones et al (2010), Safarzynska et al, 
(2012), and Christie et al (2014) include: 
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 An overcrowded curriculum 
 Threat to academic freedom and credibility 
 Limited staff awareness and/ or expertise 
 Limited institutional drive and commitment  
 Unclear guidance on how to incorporate sustainability 
 Restrictive organisational structures 
 Behavioural inertia caused by habits and routines 
However, despite these barriers, there is still more interest in sustainability to be found 
in universities than in schools or colleges. According to Scott and Gough (2010) this is 
perhaps due to the comparatively higher degree of autonomy universities have over 
their curriculum, and being less affected by the external and internal push and pull 
factors that influence schools and colleges, notably from the government, civil society, 
accreditation bodies, and internal stakeholder demands: as stated by Posner and Stuart 
;ϮϬϭϯ: ϮϳϱͿ, ͞it is iŵpoƌtaŶt to ĐoŶsideƌ the iŶflueŶĐes fƌoŵ ďeǇoŶd Đaŵpus ďoƌdeƌs͟. 
Of relevance to colleges is their proportionately greater reliance on government 
funding than other sectors within education, which render colleges especially 
vulnerable to changing political agendas (Foster, 2005). This undoubtedly has an impact 
on how leaders prioritise, manage, and differentiate essential from non-essential 
business functions. Indeed, colleges suƌǀeǇed as paƌt of the studǇ oŶ ͚The PƌospeĐts foƌ 
GƌeeŶ Joďs to ϮϬϮϬ͛ ;KǇthƌeotis, ϮϬϭϭͿ, ƌepoƌted that theƌe ǁeƌe a Ŷuŵďeƌ of 
constraints affecting their ability to develop a greener curriculum. Funding, student and 
employer demand, accredited qualifications and staff expertise were identified as the 
most significant constraints amongst the majority of respondents. One participant of 
KǇthƌeotis͛ study illustrates the push-pull conflict between FE colleges and industry: 
͞The ĐǇĐle is ǀeƌǇ siŵple. DeŵaŶd fƌoŵ the ĐlieŶt, ofteŶ iŶspiƌed ďǇ legislatioŶ oƌ 
financial opportunity, course and qualification development by an awarding body, 
funding from the client or through one of the myriad of government funded schemes, 
delivery by the training provider... followed by employment or not depending on who 
ƌeƋuest/deliǀeƌs the tƌaiŶiŶg.͟ ;KǇthƌeotis, ϮϬϭϭ: ϲͿ.  
KǇthƌeotis͛ studǇ highlights that peƌĐeiǀed ĐoŶstƌaiŶts to deǀelopiŶg Ŷot just a 
͚gƌeeŶeƌ͛ ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ, ďut aŶǇ ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ deǀelopŵeŶt oƌ diǀeƌgeŶĐe fƌoŵ ͚ďusiŶess as 
usual͛ ǁeƌe ďoth eǆteƌŶallǇ foĐussed aŶd peƌĐeiǀed to ďe dependent on demand or 
external direction. This however reveals and reflects a wider sector conflict 
surrounding the perception of what sustainability entails and how this determines 
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where the power for its implementation is believed to reside, compared with 
responsibility for other business facets such as financial sustainability for which 
participants of this study expressed full responsibility. 
2.2.2 Sustainability reporting in Higher Education  
Though there are many drivers for universities to engage with sustainability both 
operationally and academically, the focus of many universities remains on campus 
greening and operational sustainability. This therefore raises the question and 
highlights the paradox of why many universities have become signatories to 
internationally developed higher education sustainability declarations, whose 
principles far exceed the typically demonstrated parameters of sustainability. As stated 
by Wright (2002), common principles found within the majority of international 
declarations typically include: 
 Sustainable physical operations 
 Sustainable academic research  
 Environmental literacy  
 Ethical and moral responsibility  
 Cooperation amongst universities and countries 
 The development of interdisciplinary curriculum 
 PaƌtŶeƌships ǁith goǀeƌŶŵeŶt, NGO͛s aŶd iŶdustƌǇ  
 Public outreach 
The number of frameworks developed to guide and encourage sustainability within HE 
has increased markedly since the introduction of the Stockholm Declaration in 1972, as 
denoted by table 2. These declarations provide a clear indication of the holistic 
responsibility of higher education to sustainability, and the transformations required of 
it in order to embed sustainability (Adombent, 2013; Gomez et al, 2014). 
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Table 2 - History of initiatives taken in society, education and HE to foster sustainable 
development (Lozano et al, 2013:12) 
 
Many of these declarations specified their focus on HE, however it is not known if those 
aiŵed at ͚eduĐatioŶ͛ ŵoƌe ďƌoadlǇ haǀe had any direct bearing on colleges either in 
their buildings, outreach or curriculum delivery. One question that could be 
investigated in future research is if those colleges who have engaged with sustainability 
haǀe doŶe so eitheƌ as a ƌesult of ͚eduĐatioŶ͛ taƌgeted declarations, or from following 
the lead of universities who engaged with sustainability as a result of signing up to an 
international declaration.  
Becoming a signatory of a HE declaration is one voluntary method available to 
universities in order to demonstrate a commitment to sustainability. In other cases, 
institutions have instead chosen a more micro approach to sustainability by creating 
their own policies against which progress will be monitored (Wright, 2002). Others 
have focussed on gaining certification through formal environmental management 
systems, or developing their own informal management systems, the goal in both cases 
to manage their direct operational impacts and reduce environmental risks and 
therefore reflecting an operational or accommodative response (Clarke and Kouri, 
2009). How a university responds to sustainability is dependent on its drivers for doing 
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so. Drivers relevant to universities that initiate a first generation sustainability 
response, typically through the implementation of an environmental management 
system are as follows: 
 Compliance and liability 
 Employee demand 
 Customer requirements 
 Cost savings 
 Allows for external certification 
 Improves internal cooperation and management 
 Assists in the internal and external communication of environmental efforts 
 Externally and internally legitimates environmental efforts (Clarke and Kouri, 
2009). 
An operational or accommodatory response therefore typically require the reporting or 
disclosing of sustainability progress, and is one factor that drives organisations to 
engage with sustainability. There are three main approaches organisations used to 
report or disclose their sustainability progress: 1) through their accounts, 2) through 
narrative assessments, and 3) indicator based assessments. It is the latter of these 
methods that is deemed most accurate as they tend to be more objective, tangible, 
and comparable than other methods (Gomez et al, 2014). Internal management 
systems and international frameworks both use indicator-based assessments which are 
important for cross-institutional communication, evaluation, benchmarking and 
learning of sustainability progress, all of which assist in understanding the future 
actions required (Shields et al, 2002; Dunphy et al, 2007), whether the university 
decides to act upon these recommendations or not. However, although indicator based 
assessments are the most accurate at what they do – namely quantitatively assessing 
sustainability – they are representative of the way in which sustainability is perceived 
and possibly defined i.e. with an environmental focus. As highlighted by (Shields et al, 
2002; Shriberg, 2002; Clarke and Kouri, 2009), how a university, organisation or sector 
defines sustainability and sustainable development will therefore impact on the 
indicators deemed suitable to measure and report on its sustainability progress. 
Paradoxically, though the focus of all higher education declarations is the ethical and 
moral responsibility of universities to lead and promote change for sustainability 
(Wright, 2002; Wright, 2004), the tendency of universities to focus only on more readily 
measurable indicators such as eco-efficiency negates the more difficult but more 
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significant indireĐt iŵpaĐts of uŶiǀeƌsitǇ͛s suĐh as leaƌŶiŶg aŶd ƌeseaƌĐh ;Claƌke aŶd 
Kouri, 2009).   
It is uŶĐleaƌ ǁhetheƌ doŵiŶaŶt ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal͛ peƌĐeptioŶs of sustaiŶaďilitǇ aƌe a 
product or the cause of the axiom commonly revealed within sustainability reporting 
where ͞ǁhat gets ŵeasuƌed gets doŶe͟ ;“hƌiďeƌg, ϮϬϬϮ: ϭϱϯͿ. IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, is the 
continued perception of sustainability a result of or perpetuated by the fact that a 
uŶiǀeƌsitǇ͛s iŶdiƌeĐt iŵpaĐts aƌe ŵoƌe diffiĐult to iŵpleŵeŶt aŶd ŵeasuƌe thaŶ its 
direct impacts? It is puzzling given that operational sustainability is not the primary 
focus of higher education declarations, and yet forms the main focus of sustainability 
initiatives on campus (Wright, 2002). Correspondingly, a study of academic literature 
published ǁithiŶ the IŶteƌŶatioŶal JouƌŶal of “ustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶ Higheƌ EduĐatioŶ͛ 
conducted by Wals and Blewitt (2010) revealed that during the first nine years of its 
publication (2000 – 2009), articles were focussed on environmental management, 
university greeŶiŶg aŶd ƌeduĐiŶg a uŶiǀeƌsitǇ͛s eĐologiĐal footpƌiŶt. AƌtiĐles theŶ 
published post-2009 were found to focus more on systemic change across the whole 
institution through pedagogy, learning, instruction, community outreach and 
partnerships. Indeed, higher education frameworks have seen the considerable 
progress of eco-efficiency measures within HE institutional operations (Waheed et al, 
2011), however reorienting education toward sustainability has been far more 
challenging (Clugston, 2004). As stated by Shields et al (2002) and Bekessy (2007), 
evidence suggests that non-binding declarations and arguably even binding 
deĐlaƌatioŶs ƌaƌelǇ iŶflueŶĐe the oǀeƌall iŶstitutioŶal pƌaĐtiĐes ďut iŶstead ͞tiŶkeƌ 
aƌouŶd the edges͟ ;“hƌiďeƌg, ϮϬϬϮ: ϭϱϱͿ aŶd ŵaǇ ďe eŶdoƌsed by universities for public 
relation purposes, rather than as a reflection of its support to bring sustainability into 
higher education (Wright, 2002).  
HE and FE institutions continue to take a vertical, hierarchical approach to integrating 
sustainability into curriculum where sustainability is organised into separate courses 
(Ceulemans and Prins, 2010), rather than for example, taking a systemic, horizontal and 
broader approach to integrating sustainability within the curriculum and other social or 
people based impacts (Gomez et al, 2014), thereby compounding the perception that 
sustainability is a niche academic interest, rather than of a collective interest and 
responsibility. The exclusive responsibility of those in operational roles within 
universities for the implementation of sustainability is also reflected by the fact that 
the majority of institutions most commonly report on eco-efficiency, not sustainability 
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(even though they perceive they are reporting on their sustainability) using indicators 
that reflect operational impacts only such as resource consumption or waste recycled 
(Shriberg, 2002; Hendricks and Grin, 2007; Banerjee, 2008; Clarke and Kouri, 2009; 
Lozano and Young, 2013; Gomez et al, 2014). On the one hand, this could be because 
operational issues offer the easiest quantitative indicators to report against compared 
with other university dimensions or functions, which are reflected by more difficult to 
assess qualitative, and value based indicators (Shriberg, 2002; Wright, 2002; Palmer, 
2004). However, it could also reflect and/ or perpetuate a superficial accommodative 
response whereby sustainability is largely understood to be an operational issue, a 
pheŶoŵeŶoŶ that ŵaǇ ǁell ďe uŶiŶteŶtioŶallǇ eǆaĐeƌďated ďǇ the shaƌiŶg of ͚ďest 
practiĐe͛ Đase studies aŶd suĐĐess stoƌies. While suĐh Đƌoss iŶstitutioŶal ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ 
is important, especially amongst peers and practitioners (Wright, 2002; Karatzoglou, 
2013), to those looking on, it can paint a misleading picture that substantive work is 
being carried out comprehensively across the sector (Shriberg, 2002) and does nothing 
to prevent the perception that the challenge of sustainability has been met simply by 
signing a declaration, or developing an institutional policy (Wright, 2002). As stated by 
“hiel ;ϮϬϭϯ: ϭϭϯͿ, ͞a toolkit foƌ sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt ǁill Ŷot saǀe the ǁoƌld͟.  
The use of such analytical and empirical frameworks also characterises sustainability 
within higher education as a mechanistic and reductionist function (Wals and Blewitt, 
2010), and is counterintuitive to the principles of sustainability which within education, 
requires an alternative to – not a refinement of - the dominant mechanistic paradigm 
education continues to serve (Blewitt, 2004). Reporting on exclusively best practice 
case studies also negates or bypasses the methods, cultures and contexts within which 
change takes place, not to mention how or why these circumstances determine what is 
͚ďest͛ ;“tepheŶs aŶd Gƌahaŵ, ϮϬϭϬͿ. However, while frameworks present limitations to 
the achievement of sustainability within education, methods of comparison facilitate 
interaction and shared learning amongst those within responsibility for sustainability 
which is critically important for the progression of sustainability, especially at a niche 
level (Stephens and Graham, 2010).  Such practices were gaining momentum within the 
FE sector, which although had a tendency of celebrating the same best practice 
examples and relied upon sector led and sector focussed research by the AoC or the 
now redundant LSIS, had started to deliver signs that the sector was moving towards 
an accommodative response to sustainability. However, the demise of LSIS and their 
sustainability leadership programmes in 2013 which have not been adopted by its 
suĐĐessoƌ ͚The EduĐatioŶ aŶd TƌaiŶiŶg FouŶdatioŶ͛ is eǀideŶĐe of the peƌĐeptioŶ of 
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sustainability being a peripheral or niche interest, and that the purpose of the sector 
does not deviate from what is has essentially always been: to follow business and 
provide students with competencies based on skills demands.  
Whilst this chapter has defined sustainability and placed it within the context of higher 
education as a sector that has an implicit moral duty to lead society to a more 
sustainable future, the next sub-chapter introduces an alternative governance 
framework and the specific need for a renewed leadership for sustainability within 
education, 
2.3 Transition studies and the Transition Management Framework   
The purpose of this chapter is to explain the transition management framework (TMF) 
and, through the use of applied examples to the FE sector, highlight its utility as this 
studǇ͛s ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk. Though there is a growing body of transition theory 
literature, much of this chapter focuses on the work of the Dutch Research Institute for 
Transitions, which has made the a significant contribution to transitions studies 
(Jorgensen, 2012) through work by authors such as Derk Loorbach and Jan Rotmans. 
Other key papers used for the development of this chapter focus on the application of 
transition studies for the advancement of sustainability within higher education, 
utilising the work of Jennie Stephens, Amanda Graham (2010) and Stephen McCauley 
(2012). Additionally, the work of Frances Westley et al (2011), Jochen Markard et al 
(2012), and Raghu Garud and Joel Gehman (2012) amongst others has been useful in 
order to bridge the still relatively unexplored gap between the research fields of 
transition studies and sustainability within higher education.  
2.3.1 Introduction to transition theory  
In 2005 the UN, through its Millennium Development Goals (MDGs), documented a 
global consensus for the need of sustainable development, and for it to be 
demonstrated through significant progress within areas of poverty eradication, primary 
education, equality and diversity, mortality and healthcare, developing global 
partnerships and ensuring environmental sustainability (UN, 2005). In 2015 these goals 
were superseded by the development of the 2030 Agenda for Sustainable 
Development, which consists of 17 Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and 169 
targets that came into force on 1
st
 January 2016, committing all signatory countries 
(including the UK) to tackle the issues such as gender inequality and climate change the 
targets represent (HOC, 2016). While it is beyond the scope of this study to discuss the 
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success or failure of the MDG͛s or the likely success of the SDGs, they are 
representative of the persistent and complex societal level problems we now face as a 
result of embedded processes that have led to economic, environmental and social 
unsustainability. Recent studies have indiĐated that the “DG͛s ǁill ĐoŵpleŵeŶt the 
gƌoǁth of ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ sĐieŶĐe͛ ǁithiŶ aĐadeŵia ;Baker-Shelley et al, 2017), where 
instead of being a marginalised research field, sustainability is becoming a discipline in 
its own right (Trencher et al, 2014). Being mindful that these research outputs may not 
quickly find their way into FE curriculum, it is proposed by this study that the UK͛s 
commitment to the SDGs could pƌoǀide a possiďle iŶĐeŶtiǀe foƌ FE͛s goǀeƌŶŵeŶtal 
departments to initiate action within the sector itself. How this might be applied to the 
studǇ͛s pƌoposed fƌaŵeǁoƌk foƌ steeƌiŶg suĐh aĐtioŶ is disĐussed iŶ Đhapteƌ ϲ.Ϯ.Ϯ.  
Returning to the persistent and deep-rooted problems that the SDGs and their targets 
represent, business as usual policies and societal mechanisms are not an option for 
their resolution (Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009; HOC, 2016). These mechanisms that 
͞still ƌelǇ pƌiŵaƌilǇ oŶ adǀiĐe fƌoŵ ŶeoĐlassiĐal eĐoŶoŵiĐs͟ ;Maƌkaƌd et al, ϮϬϭϮ: ϵϲϰͿ 
are based on principles and characteristics that are contrary to those required for 
sustainability (Dunphy et al, 2007; Loorbach, 2010). Only radical change can facilitate 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ tƌaŶsitioŶs that ƌeƋuiƌe ͞sǇsteŵiĐ shifts iŶ deeplǇ held ǀalues aŶd ďeliefs, 
patterns of social behaviour, and multi-level governance aŶd ŵaŶageŵeŶt ƌegiŵes͟ 
(Westley et al, 2011: 762).  
TƌaŶsitioŶs aƌe uŶdeƌstood as ͞a shift iŶ doŵiŶaŶt soĐial ĐoŶfiguƌatioŶs to eŶĐoŵpass a 
ĐoƌƌespoŶdiŶg ĐhaŶge iŶ ŵaƌkets, useƌ pƌaĐtiĐes, poliĐǇ aŶd Đultuƌal disĐouƌses͟ 
(Coenen et al, 2012: 965). TransitioŶ ŵaŶageŵeŶt is the ͞deliberative process to 
influence governance activities in such a way that they lead to accelerated change 
diƌeĐted toǁaƌds sustaiŶaďilitǇ aŵďitioŶs͟ ;Loorbach and Rotmans, 2010: 239). 
Like sustainable development, transitions are a process of change and can only be 
achieved over long time scales, requiring participation from multiple societal levels, 
evolving through multiple development phases (Loorbach et al, 2009; Safarzynska et al, 
2012, Adombent, 2013; Sedlacek, 2013). Transitions focus on radical and structural 
change in terms of technology, economy, culture, ecology and institutions (Loorbach et 
al, 2009; Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009; Loorbach et al, 2010; McCauley and Stephens, 
2012; Garud and Gehman, 2012) and have emerged as a result of a shift in the political 
landscape that allows new forms of bottom-up governance practices (Jorgensen, 2012). 
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Reflecting the change in governance of the FE sector where colleges were removed 
from local government control in 1992, transition management theory emerged from a 
shift in the political landscape moving from centralised government control to a more 
liberal market based structure (Loorbach, 2010). Though the ability of leaders to 
implement policies in a top-down manner has diminished (Loorbach, 2010) and indeed, 
the effiĐaĐǇ of ͞expert-driven, centralised, and top-down approaches to problem 
solǀiŶg aƌe Ŷot Ŷiŵďle eŶough to effeĐtiǀelǇ addƌess ouƌ gloďal ĐhalleŶges͟ ;WestleǇ et 
al, 2011: 772), transition management does still require top down support for bottom 
up approaches to be effective.  
Due to growing societal challenges, literature and research interest into transition 
theory as a method of describing previous transitions and to intervene and create 
change in future transitions is becoming increasingly popular (Jorgensen, 2012, Farla et 
al, 2012). Transitions challenge current policy making mechanisms which, in an 
increasingly complex society, try and fail to accommodate competing agendas that 
politicians try to satisfy, but that actually perpetuate short term decision making and 
temporary consensus, deterring leaders from considering the long term decisions 
necessary for sustainability (Doppelt, 2010; Loorbach, 2010; Ryan and Cotton, 2013). 
Moƌe pƌoďleŵatiĐallǇ, ͞eǀeƌǇ aĐtioŶ, ǁhetheƌ short or long term will lead to changes in 
soĐietal stƌuĐtuƌes, ǁhiĐh iŶ tuƌŶ tƌaŶsfoƌŵs the pƌoďleŵ itself͟ ;LooƌďaĐh, ϮϬϭϬ: ϭϲϰͿ.  
As will be described subsequently in chapter 5.1.1, which makes specific reference to 
the FE seĐtoƌ͛s appƌoaĐh to sustainable development, short-term policymaking 
processes perpetuate the wicked problems that contribute to unsustainability. Even 
environmental policy making is developed if not with short-term success or failure 
targets, but for winning short-term political favour with voters and therefore hold little 
long-term accountability for their success or failure. Transition management therefore 
seeks to embrace the symptoms of societal complexities that often lead to the 
perceived need for short-term policy makiŶg, ǁhiĐh iŶǀolǀe ͞ĐoŵpleǆitǇ, uŶĐeƌtaiŶtǇ, 
multiple stakeholders and perspectives, competing values, lack of end points and 
aŵďiguous teƌŵiŶologǇ͟ ;Moƌƌis aŶd MaƌtiŶ, ϮϬϬϵ: ϭϱϲͿ. 
As complex problems are growing and not diminishing in scale, it is clear that our 
society is governed by the inertia of existing structures containing locked-in flaws, 
dominant networks and institutional barriers (Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009; Westley et 
al, 2011; Markard et al, 2012). Additionally, the task of mediating this complexity 
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becomes more difficult as multiple stakeholders contribute to the democratic process 
(Burns, 2000), often resulting in weak leadership tendencies by becoming subservient 
to external influences and bureaucracy (Sweeting et al, 2004). Locked-in flaws are 
supported by an ongoing trend of organisations to focus sustainability efforts on eco-
efficiency and incremental change (Loorbach et al, 2010), and neglecting social and 
cultural elements relevant to any transition (McCauley and Stephens, 2012). 
Incremental change is often invisible (Stephens and Graham, 2010), and is insufficiently 
equipped to cope with the challenge of sustainability (Markard et al, 2012), as it aims 
to preserve existing functions, individualism, and innovation processes (Loorbach et al, 
2009; Westley et al, 2011; Adombent, 2013; McCauley and Stephens, 2012).  
Promoting incremental change using eco-efficiency and greening existing business 
ŵodels is also ŵisleadiŶg, as it ĐaŶ ͞lull people iŶto feeliŶg that the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt has 
been, and is, adeƋuatelǇ ĐoŶsideƌed͟ ;“hƌiďeƌg, ϮϬϬϮ: ϭϱϱͿ, ǁheƌeas aĐtuallǇ, eco-
efficiency only supports or indeed refines systems that perpetuate technological 
innovation and economic growth (Dunphy et al, 2007). This highlights the difference 
between innovating within current systems and innovation of our current systems. 
Though iŶŶoǀatioŶ ĐaŶ ďe defiŶed as the ͞fiƌst iŶtƌoduĐtioŶ of Ŷeǁ pƌoduĐts, pƌoĐesses 
aŶd seƌǀiĐes, aŶd oƌgaŶisatioŶal foƌŵs͟ ;AdoŵďeŶt, ϮϬϭϯ: ϮϮͿ, and within western 
society has contributed to increased standards of living, it has occurred at the expense 
of and without due consideration given to the complex societal challenges represented 
by unsustainability (Westley et al, 2011). Modern cultures share an optimistic faith in 
technological innovatioŶ aŶd assuŵe that, ͞ǁith the appƌopƌiate ƌegulatoƌǇ ƌefoƌŵs 
and institutional innovations, the sustainable reorientation of national and global 
economics can be achieved with a minimum of disƌuptioŶ͟ ;QuilleǇ, ϮϬϬϵ:44), and 
therefore fail to recognise that ͞innovation is both a contributing cause for our current 
unsustainable trajectory and our hope for tipping in new more resilient directions͟ 
(Westley et al, 2011:763). 
2.3.2 The distribution of power and leadership: essential components of transition 
management.  
͞Cliŵate ĐhaŶge is a failuƌe of leadeƌship, ŵost seƌiouslǇ the iŶtelleĐtual leadeƌship of 
our politicians, business people and education systems – and most heinously 
universities, where a great deal of leadeƌship eduĐatioŶ goes oŶ͟ ;PaƌkiŶ ϮϬϭϯ: 
foreword Sterling, 2013). 
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Leadeƌship, like goǀeƌŶaŶĐe, is esseŶtiallǇ ͞a pƌoĐess of iŶflueŶĐiŶg otheƌs toǁaƌd a 
ĐoŵŵoŶ ǀisioŶ͟ ;Middleďƌooks et al, ϮϬϬϵ: ϯϮͿ. Though it is traditional practice for an 
organisation to have a formal, positional leader with whom the power of decision-
making is ultimately vested (Minkes et al, 1999; Middlebrooks et al, 2009), leaders may 
also be identified through their reputation and how others perceive them based on 
their behaviour, regardless of their position (Sweeting et al, 2004).  
Sustainability in particular requires distributed leadership and participation from all 
areas within an organisation through a combination of top down and bottom up action 
(Blewitt, 2004; Brinkhurst et al, 2011; James and Card, 2012; Kurland, 2014), dictated 
not just by position, hierarchy, or job description (Clarke and Kouri, 2009; Loorbach et 
al, 2009; Barth, 2013; Beltran-Kadji et al, 2013; Davison et al, 2014; Lawson, 2014). 
There is a growing awareness of the limitations surrounding traditional top-down 
leadership and of notable relevance to leadership for sustainability, its inability to 
harness the leadership potential of those lower in the hierarchy (Davison et al, 2014). 
Indeed, distributed leadership requires the sharing of power and authority and 
therefore democratising the typical hierarchical decision making process (Lawson, 
2014); sustaiŶaďilitǇ is ͞uŶattaiŶaďle ǁithout ĐoŵŵoŶlǇ ƌeĐogŶised, deŵoĐƌatiĐallǇ 
legitiŵated Đultuƌal ǀalues͟ ;AdoŵďeŶt, 2013: 11).  
Distributed leadership can pave the way for individuals at any level to take the position 
of a sustaiŶaďilitǇ leadeƌ, hoǁeǀeƌ theiƌ aŶd otheƌ͛s suĐĐess still ƌeƋuiƌes the suppoƌt 
and endorsement of the formal organisational leader, whose influence can catalyse 
and spread the effects of informal and distributed leadership (Ferdig, 2007; Brinkhurst 
et al, 2011). While awareness of the limitations surrounding traditional top-down 
leadership is growing, transformational change within existing structures is difficult, not 
least because leaders themselves may not possess the necessary skills to inspire 
transformational change (Shiel, 2013).  
Most leaders utilise transactional approaches towards leadership as they seek to hold 
together a wide and growing range of interests and demands (Eddy, 2005; Beltran-Kadji 
et al, 2013). As highlighted by Hoover and Harder (2015) in chapter 2.2.1, a continued 
tendency to therefore power point responsibility for sustainability onto individuals 
such as environmental managers, or environmental champion leaves the consistency of 
sustainability efforts vulnerable to staffing changes (Brinkhurst et al, 2011) and is 
demonstrative of the continued use of conventional methods for organisational 
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sustainability, that focus on technical methods of compliance (Sweeting et al, 2004; 
Loorbach et al, 2009; Shiel, 2013). In these cases, sustainability is treated as a niche 
subject or an add-oŶ to aŶ oƌgaŶisatioŶ͛s iŶteƌests ;LooƌďaĐh et al, ϮϬϬϵͿ, ǁhile 
͞leadeƌs ĐoŶtiŶue to ĐoŶtiŶue to centre their efforts along one line of industrial 
thinking, allowing the expansive celebration of three areas of innovation: 1) new 
pƌoduĐt deǀelopŵeŶt, ϮͿ the ƌights of ĐoŶsuŵeƌs, aŶd ϯͿ the tƌaŶsfeƌ of teĐhŶologies͟ 
(Piasecki, 2000: 115).  
It is however, not just leaders with a lack of interest or relevant skills to lead 
sustainability that prevent initiatives taking place or limit their reach (Wright, 2010; 
Elmualim et al, 2010; Hoover and Harder, 2015). In those cases where senior leadership 
support recognises the need to build leadership capacity within an organisation, 
through for example, ordaining power and responsibility for sustainability to an 
iŶdiǀidual, it ĐaŶ still ďe daŵagiŶg as it ƌestƌiĐts a ǁideƌ appƌeĐiatioŶ that it is ͞laƌger 
thaŶ a siŶgle peƌsoŶ͛s effoƌts͟ ;Kƌizek et al, ϮϬϭϮ:ϮϳͿ, aŶd that ŶoďodǇ else Ŷeed take 
responsibility (Ferdig, 2007; Blincoe and Spangenberg, 2009). Consequently, progress 
of sustainability remains underfunded and under supported (Calder and Clugston, 
2004) with sustainability projects often giving way under the strain of other priorities 
(Bardati, 2006). All this continues to take place within institutions that may have 
become signatories of higher education sustainability declarations (see chapter 2.2.2), 
therefore highlighting the on-going gap between the rhetoric and reality, or the theory 
and practice of sustainability (Wals and Blewitt, 2010; Stevenson, 2007; Shiel 2013).  
It is a perplexing arrangement however because although a lack of dedicated staff and 
funding are significant barriers to transformational change (Kurland, 2014), to rely on 
both for the realisation of transformational change is to risk the continued perception 
that the investment of money or manpower is enough. Given that the most successful 
and consistent contribution and response to sustainability by universities and colleges 
has been within campus greening (Fien, 2002; Selby et al, 2009; Christie et al, 2014), it 
is uŶsuƌpƌisiŶg that leadeƌs ŵaǇ ĐoŶsideƌ theiƌ uŶiǀeƌsitǇ͛s ƌesponse to sustainability 
sufficient if physical campus greening initiatives are being endorsed and funded 
(Wright and Wilton, 2012). The risk is revealed and perceptions are reinforced during 
periods of austerity that the only method of implementing sustainability requires 
Đapital iŶǀestŵeŶt aŶd ĐaŶ theƌefoƌe ͚ǁait͛ foƌ eĐoŶoŵiĐ ƌeĐoǀeƌǇ. Hoǁeǀeƌ this 
ƌeĐoǀeƌǇ is depeŶdeŶt oŶ ͞a ƌetuƌŶ to eǆaĐtlǇ the saŵe uŶsustaiŶaďle sǇsteŵ ǁhiĐh 
Đaused the eĐoŶoŵiĐ Đollapse iŶ the fiƌst plaĐe͟ ;Phillips, ϮϬϬϵ[a]: ϮϭϬͿ. Rapid changes 
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in government policy, and for universities and colleges, the challenges of short-term 
influences such as student demographics, changing economic conditions and a 
competitive landscape (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Migliore, 2012) augment the 
phenomenon whereby during times of fiscal or administrative demand, power is 
centred with an organisational leader who favours a more transactional than 
transformative leadership approach (Eddy, 2005). In these instances, typical 
approaches to sustainability are often initiated to resolve a problem, rather than 
considering a collective (transformative) goal (Loorbach et al, 2009), with few 
education leaders grasping fully the wider implications of the sustainability agenda 
beyond employing a dedicated role such as an environmental manager (Shiel, 2013; 
Lozano et al, 2013).  
It is therefore imperative that all leaders and senior management teams have a 
common understanding of the term sustainable development (Wals and Jickling, 2002; 
Anderberg et al, 2009), as well as ͞leadeƌship that ŵoďilises people to addƌess Ŷeǁ 
problems through new learning is the most appropriate strategy for effecting major 
and lasting paƌadigŵatiĐ ĐhaŶge͟ ;Bleǁitt, ϮϬϬϰ: ϱͿ. Hoǁeǀeƌ, ǁhǇ would some leaders 
view a suitable response as anything but the installation of eco-efficiency measures 
when there is little to no articulation or consistent expectation of higher or further 
educational curriculum reform from internal or external stakeholders? Indeed, 
͞estaďlished theoƌetiĐal, eŵpiƌiĐal aŶd sub-disciplinary concerns appear to hold sway 
of eŵeƌgiŶg issues aŶd deďates, hoǁeǀeƌ pƌessiŶg͟ ;“ŵith et al, ϮϬϬϰ: ϭϵϵͿ. A 
conceptual shift is required to lead all organisations away from the typically 
economically driven paradigm to a more balanced sustainability paradigm, focussing 
not just on the economic savings to come from sustainability measures within existing 
processes and structures, but the equal consideration of ethical and environmental 
values and new methods of governance (Middlebrooks et al, 2009; Linnenlueke and 
Griffiths, 2010; Barth, 2013; Hoover and Harder, 2015). Notably, this means 
coordination and mid-long term decision making by leaders and governance networks, 
shifting from the short-term based policy making processes that come from largely 
transactional leadership methods (Loorbach, 2010; Sedlacek, 2013), and the 
ƌeĐoŶĐiliatioŶ of soĐietǇ͛s aĐtioŶs ǁith the goals of sustaiŶaďilitǇ, ǁhiĐh ǁill also ƌeƋuiƌe 
a reordering of values. However, as comfortingly stated by Shields et al (2002:154) 
͞The faĐt that ǀalues aƌe sloǁ to ĐhaŶge does Ŷot ŵeaŶ theǇ ĐaŶ Ŷeǀeƌ ĐhaŶge͟. 
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Transition management theory is a governance framework that could assist in this 
reordering of values, and indeed re-balancing of power, as it recognises that leaders, or 
͚fƌoŶt ƌuŶŶeƌs͛ fƌoŵ ŵultiple leǀels ǁithiŶ aŶ oƌgaŶisatioŶ oƌ seĐtoƌ, aƌe ŶeĐessaƌǇ aŶd 
critically important for the development of emerging niche activities that could 
eventually lead to the challenging of the dominant regime (Loorbach et al, 2009; 
Stephens and Graham, 2010; Coenen et al, 2012; Safarzynska et al, 2012, Hoover and 
Harder, 2015). Front-runners must therefore a) be recognised, and b) nurtured so that 
they have a continued presence over a strategic time scale (Loorbach, 2010), and their 
actions not restricted to incremental initiatives at an accommodative or operational 
level in order to protect or not disrupt current processes and paradigms (Bawden, 
2004; Westley et al, 2011).  
This requires leadership and skills from multiple levels instead of a tendency to rely 
upon or seek to uphold a top-doǁŶ ͚ĐoŵŵaŶd aŶd ĐoŶtƌol͛ stƌuĐtuƌe ;Baker-Shelley et 
al, 2017). Not only are such structures incompatible with sustainability leadership 
because they reinforce a denial and ignorance of the systemic issues that have led to 
unsustainability (Baker-Shelley et al, 2017), but also they perpetuate what Ferdig 
;ϮϬϬϳ:ϯϬͿ teƌŵs a ͞leaƌŶed helplessŶess͟, ǁheƌeďǇ ƌelǇiŶg upoŶ leadeƌs oǀeƌlooks 
other areas from where innovative solutions may be generated (Ferdig, 2007). 
͞“ustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt, if it eǀeƌ happeŶs, ǁill ďe a pƌoĐess iŶ ǁhiĐh eǀeƌǇoŶe 
leaƌŶs all the tiŵe͟ ;“Đott aŶd Gough, ϮϬϬϰ:ϮϰϰͿ. A sustaiŶaďilitǇ leadeƌ oƌ ͚fƌoŶt-
ƌuŶŶeƌ͛ is aŶǇoŶe that can demonstrate, or (but preferably and) instill skills for 
sustainability, which include but are not limited to an understanding of systemic 
practice and long-term thinking, an ability to learn - paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ thƌough a ͞leaƌŶiŶg as 
ǁe go appƌoaĐh͟ ;“hiel, 2013: 115), emotional intelligence, the ability to adapt to and 
anticipate problems arising from complex problems, and open-mindedness to other 
ways of working (Ballard, 2005; Davies, 2009[a]; Loorbach et al, 2009; Morris and 
Martin, 2009; Middlebrooks et al, 2009; Shiel, 2013). Capacity and power must be built 
upon and distributed (Luerderitz et al, 2016) in order to gain enough momentum to 
͞sustaiŶ the aďilitǇ to eŵďaƌk oŶ suĐh sustaiŶaďilitǇ jouƌŶeǇs oŶ aŶ oŶgoiŶg ďasis͟ 
(Garud and Gehman, 2012: 990).  
Though disĐussiŶg uŶiǀeƌsities, MĐCauleǇ aŶd “tepheŶs ;ϮϬϭϮͿ state, ͞IŶ a ďƌoad ďased 
economic recession, they [universities] provide a stable institutional and economic 
pƌeseŶĐe that ĐaŶ suppoƌt loĐal aŶd ƌegioŶal eĐoŶoŵiĐ aĐtiǀitǇ͟ ;MĐCauleǇ aŶd 
Stephens, 2012: 223). Not only is this relevant and applicable to colleges, but also is 
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reinforced by Tƌeat aŶd HagedoƌŶ ;ϮϬϭϯ:ϱͿ ǁho state that the ƌole of ͚ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ 
Đolleges͛ is, ͞Ŷot as iŶteƌŶatioŶal eduĐatioŶ ĐeŶtƌes, ďut ƌatheƌ seƌǀiŶg the Ŷeeds of the 
local community and local employers, and by definition creating local economic 
deǀelopŵeŶt thƌough the pƌoǀisioŶ of a tƌaiŶed ǁoƌkfoƌĐe͟. “iŵilaƌlǇ, desĐƌiďiŶg UK 
Đolleges speĐifiĐallǇ, Fosteƌ ;ϮϬϬϱ: ϲͿ desĐƌiďes theiƌ thƌee keǇ ƌoles as, ͞ϭͿ laďouƌ 
market preparation for young people, 2) supporting employers in workplace learning, 
and 3) meeting the wider learning aspirations of the people and communities colleges 
seƌǀe͟. The deŵaŶd-response, more locally embedded nature of community colleges 
and their reactivity to external demands (Eddy, 2005), makes FE a useful sector to 
examine regarding the role and nature of sustainability leadership within a sub-sector 
as niche level front runners at a sub-sector level can stimulate regime changes within 
industries that both govern and are governed by landscape factors (Markard et al, 
2012). Indeed, the fact that there has been little landscape level guidance to the sector 
foƌ iŶtƌoduĐiŶg sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶto Đollege͛s opeƌatioŶs oƌ ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ, ŵakes it eǀeŶ 
more worthy of scrutiny given the evidence that suggests at a niche level, individual 
colleges have started to do both, most notably operational sustainability. More 
ďƌoadlǇ, this studǇ͛s examination of perceptions of power and leadership for 
sustainability presents an additional opportunity to contribute to transition 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt ƌeseaƌĐh as the ͞dǇŶaŵiĐs of poǁeƌ aŶd leadeƌship aŶd theiƌ ƌoles iŶ 
promoting or opposing structural change has not yet been given a particular focus 
ǁithiŶ the TM liteƌatuƌe͟ ;“tepheŶs aŶd Graham, 2010: 616). 
How the TMF has been applied to this study is described in chapter 2.3.4, but first it is 
necessary to provide a closer look at the multiple levels of governance that are 
examined by this study through the multi-level perspective (MLP). 
2.3.3 The Multi-Level Perspective (MLP) and Transition Management 
Transition management is one of four frameworks that have achieved prominence in 
transition studies (Markard et al, 2012), and is closely related to: 
 Strategic niche management 
 The Multi-Level perspective  
 Technological innovations systems (Safarzynska et al, 2012) 
EaĐh of these fƌaŵeǁoƌks ƌeĐogŶises that ͞a ďƌoad ǀaƌietǇ of eleŵeŶts aƌe tightlǇ 
interrelated and dependent oŶ eaĐh otheƌ͟ ;Maƌkaƌd et al, ϮϬϭϮͿ. The TMF uses a 
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broader governance perspective than the other transition frameworks (Safarzynska et 
al, 2012; Markard et al, 2012), but has adopted the multi-level perspective (MLP), an 
analytically dominant framework used for researching and describing sustainability 
transition processes (Coenen et al, 2012; McCauley and Stephens, 2012).  
The MLP, like transition management, distinguishes transitions by level rather than 
scale (Coenen et al, 2012), with the three different levels - the landscape, regime and 
niche reminiscent of typical distinctions of micro-meso and macro level descriptions of 
societal processes (Stephens and Graham, 2010). These governance dimensions are 
reflected by the core business of universities, whereby individuals represent the micro 
level, the interaction between individuals, faculties and departments represent the 
meso-level, and how the university interacts with external stakeholders and processes 
represents processes at a macro level (Baker-Shelley et al, 2017).  
Examining these levels more broadly across society, the macro political economy 
represents the landscape (McCauley and Stephens, 2012), and is a ͞top-down source of 
eǆogeŶous ĐhaŶge͟ (Garud and Gehman, 2012:981). Landscapes place environmental, 
societal or economic pressures on the incumbent regime (Coenen et al, 2012; 
McCauley and Stephens, 2012) and provide the environment in which regimes evolve 
(Westley et al, 2011). For example, the UK political and economic landscape to some 
extent dictates the costs and accessibility of HE, and to a greater extent, the funding 
and curriculum offer of FE. Within this study, the landscape level is indeed based on the 
UK͛s politiĐal aŶd eĐoŶoŵiĐ laŶdsĐape, ďut speĐifiĐallǇ ƌepƌeseŶted by the government 
level management of FE, through the departments of BIS and the DfE. 
‘epƌeseŶtiŶg the Ŷeǆt leǀel, a sǇsteŵs ͚ƌegiŵe͛ is ǁhat staďilises eǆistiŶg tƌajeĐtoƌies 
initiated at a landscape level and by its nature will seek to retain its configuration and 
resist innovation that could disrupt the existing trajectory (Coenen et al, 2012). 
‘egiŵes staďilised theŵselǀes aŶd eǆistiŶg tƌajeĐtoƌies ďǇ ͞fosteƌiŶg shaƌed ƌoutiŶes, 
ƌegulatioŶs aŶd staŶdaƌds͟ ;Gaƌud aŶd GehŵaŶ, ϮϬϭϮ: ϵϴϭͿ. At the meso-level, 
incumbent regimes refer to the dominant paradigm, which is guided and supported by 
the perceptions and actions of the culture and practices of the context within which it 
is embedded and represents (Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009; Westley et al, 2011; Garud 
and Gehman, 2012). Within this study, the regime is reflected by organisations such as 
the AoC or 157 Group as sector representatives who ensure that its contribution to the 
aims and objectives set at a landscape is both recognised and valued. 
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FiŶallǇ, the ŶiĐhe leǀel is oŶe that ͞is doŵiŶated ďǇ uŶĐeƌtaiŶtǇ aŶd eǆpeƌiŵeŶtal 
disoƌdeƌ͟ ;CoeŶeŶ et al, ϮϬϭϮ: ϵϳϭͿ. NiĐhes offeƌ a loĐatioŶ ǁheƌe it is possiďle to 
deviate from the rules set by the existing regime (Geels, 2004) and represent sources of 
bottom-up change (Garud and Gehman, 2012). New practices are able to develop 
within niche spaces (Westley et al, 2011) and it is these developments that hold the 
potential to lead to societal transitions (Jorgensen, 2012). Niches delegate greater 
responsiďilitǇ to iŶdiǀidual aĐtoƌs ;JoƌgeŶseŶ, ϮϬϭϮͿ aŶd aĐt as ͚iŶĐuďatioŶ͛ spaĐes 
(Coenen et al, 2012); individual actors will typically form a small group that eventually 
deviates from the prevailing regime (Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009).  
The MLP states that transitions occur when a prevailing regime begins displaying 
significant problems, perhaps because of pressures directed at the landscape (Garud 
and Gehman, 2012) (such as NGO or public pressure [Westley et al, 2011]) or pressures 
from the landscape (such as government sanctions or stimuli [Westley et al, 2011]). 
More commonly however, transitions occur from the bottom-up, through the 
emergence of radical innovation at a niche level that leads to structural change within 
the path-dependent regime level, eventually becoming a societal norm at a landscape 
level (Safarzynska et al, 2012; McCauley and Stephens, 2012). Contrary to previously 
discussed issues surrounding incremental change, after an idea or process or 
innovation has been incubated and protected at a niche level for an appropriate 
aŵouŶt of tiŵe, its ͞ƌelease͟ to the ƌegiŵe leǀel ŵust take plaĐe paƌadoǆiĐallǇ, 
through small, incremental steps, allowing for adjustment to the new circumstances 
aŶd the ŶiĐhe leǀel to ƌefiŶe its ͚iŶŶoǀatioŶ͛ ďǇ iŶĐƌeasiŶg its efficiency (when 
appropriate) and reliability. Too much too soon can overwhelm the regime and lead to 
resistance because of the perceived or actual disruption to the stability of existing 
processes (Rotmans and Loorbach, 2009; Garud and Gehman, 2012; Safarzynska et al, 
2012).  
Though this initially appears to contradict previous statements of incremental change 
being insufficient to cope with the challenge of sustainability, the difference presented 
here is the need for incremental change once a new regime has emerged and locked in 
as the dominant design (Garud and Gehman, 2012). The use of IT within the classroom 
is a good illustration of this, but also of how an innovation does not necessarily 
translate into a process more conducive for sustainable development. It is also a 
pertinent example to this study as many leaders perceived the introduction and 
continuing appetite for IT within classrooms as a sustainable practice, however, more 
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innovative paradigmatically changing innovations for sustainable development such as 
education for sustainable development are restricted to a niche, self-led level, taught 
only by those who have an interest and typically within vocational curriculum.  
2.3.4 The TMF as a descriptive and prescriptive framework  
Governance theories, like sustainability reporting frameworks, developed over the last 
15 years have typically been characterised by descriptive and analytical features that 
͞haǀe ƌaƌelǇ offeƌed a pƌesĐƌiptiǀe ďasis foƌ goǀeƌŶaŶĐe͟ ;LooƌďaĐh, ϮϬϭϬ: ϭϲϮͿ. The 
TMF performs a dual functioning role as both a descriptive - ͞ǁhat is the state of 
thiŶgs?͟ ;Baker-Shelley et al, 2017: 273) and prescriptive ͞ǁhat should ďe doŶe aŶd 
hoǁ?͟ ;Baker-Shelley et al, 2017: 273) framework that is able to analyse and 
understand historic transitions using a three level analytical hierarchy.  
The prescriptive function can be used as an alternative governance approach to 
initiating, guiding and promoting transformations in prevailing societal structures 
(Loorbach et al, 2009; Loorbach, 2010; Stephens and Graham, 2010; Markard et al, 
2012; McCauley and Stephens, 2012). Before this can take place though, the 
descriptive function is useful in seeking to identify the nature and prevailing approach 
of management activities to sustainability transitions. Then, the fƌaŵeǁoƌk͛s 
prescriptive function comes to the fore when a societal sub-sector or individual 
organisation demonstrates sufficient niche level development that could put pressure 
on and create alternatives to dominant regime practices (Loorbach et al, 2009). For 
example, in the Netherlands and Belgium the TMF has been applied at a sub-sector, 
sector, regional and international level within the waste management, healthcare and 
construction industries for the implementation of more sustainable practices. 
Specifically, as explained in greater detail within Loorbach and Rotmans 2009 
publication, the prescriptive function was used operationally within the health care 
sector to develop an alternative governance approach that placed focus on the care of 
the patient, rather than the tendency of large-scale care providers to focus on 
efficiencies and standardisation often to the detriment of patient care (Loorbach and 
Rotmans, 2010). Experimentation at a niche level coupled with governmental support 
and co-operation with other sector actors through a program consortium has led to a 
successful reframing of what innovation in healthcare should look like and the 
necessary steps to achieve the transition visualised.  
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As another example, the TMF was used by the roofing industry to identify and develop 
a feasible and more sustainable alternative to the most dominant roofing material – 
bitumen. Initiated by entrepreneurs and roofing product manufacturers, the strategic 
vision of this transition was to develop a product or products that increase the 
functionality of roofs and contribute to the problem solving of urban issues such as 
water drainage, energy production, air quality and building safety. The vision and 
staging of the transition arena was also timely as it supported the sustainability 
rhetoric at a government level who were consequently keen to offer their 
eŶdoƌseŵeŶt ďǇ adoptiŶg the tƌaŶsitioŶ͛s Ŷeǁ ĐoŶĐepts as ŶatioŶal poliĐǇ. 
Application to the UK FE sector  
Though the descriptive function is typically used to analyse historic transitions, and the 
prescriptive approach used to initiate and guide new transitions, within this study the 
descriptive function is being adapted and utilised to distiŶguish the FE seĐtoƌs͛ 
management approach to sustainability within its analytical hierarchy. In a way, this 
study is therefore acting as a precursor to future studies that may investigate the 
functionality of the prescriptive framework, perhaps using action research, to guide a 
sustainability transition within the sector.  
As previously discussed, the TMF is built upon the premise that transitions occur at 
multiple levels and through multiple phases. It identifies four types of transition 
management activities that are present (and also present without active transition 
management [Loorbach et al, 2010]) within the evolution of societal transitions and 
influence long-term change (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Loorbach, 2010).  
The four types of transition management activities - strategic, tactical, operational, and 
reflexive - as denoted in table 3 operate with different focuses, timescales and actors, 
aŶd addƌess ͚pƌoďleŵs͛ at diffeƌeŶt leǀels ;LooƌďaĐh, ϮϬϭϬͿ. 
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Transition management activity Focus Problem 
scope 
Time scale Multi-Level perspective: 
interaction of three levels  
Strategic: minimal attention in HE 
sustainability literature to long-
term goal formulation, vision 
development, etc. 
Culture Abstract/ 
societal 
system 
Long term 
(30 years) 
Landscape 
Tactical: coalitions for 
sustainability in HE are rapidly 
growing. 
Structures Institutions/ 
regime 
Mid-term (5-
15 years) 
Regime 
Operational: plethora of 
examples and studies on specific 
projects and efforts at individual 
universities. 
Practices Concrete/ 
project 
Short term 
(0-5 years) 
Niche 
Reflexive: potential for more 
valuation and assessment 
activities. 
Examination and review of activities 
Table 3 - Management activity types and their focus, and highlights of relevant insights from 
exploration of Transition Management to developing an empirical research agenda on 
sustainability in HE. Adapted from Loorbach (2010: 171) and Stephens and Graham (2010: 
613).  
Strategic activities – are high-level processes that require leadership capacity for the 
establishment of long-term visioning, objective setting and goal formation, and will 
form the arena within which norms and collective goals are set (Stephens and Graham, 
2010; Loorbach, 2010). While strategic activities can take place within any stage of a 
transition process, in early stages of a transition, strategic discussions are often 
controversial and in some cases capture the attention of the media and public 
(Loorbach, 2010), for example, discussions relating to changes in energy supply or 
pricing, or debates surrounding higher education fees. Within the context of transition 
management, strategic activities typically signal the first stage of a transition where a 
speĐifiĐ ͚pƌoďleŵ͛ aŶd its causes and are posited (Loorbach et al, 2010); conversely 
however, within progress models surrounding corporate sustainability, an 
oƌgaŶisatioŶ͛s Đultuƌe as it ďeĐoŵes ŵoƌe sophistiĐated ǁill pƌogƌess fƌoŵ taĐtiĐal to 
strategic activities (Amini and Bienstock, 2014). This highlights one of the main 
concepts of transition management in that it is a framework that seeks to guide the 
innovation of processes, rather than innovation within processes. 
Tactical activities – the focus of tactical activities is relationship and attention building 
between stakeholders in order to bring about transformations within an existing 
structure and specific context that will facilitate mechanisms for change and the 
achievement of a strategic vision (Loorbach, 2010; Loorbach et al, 2010; Stephens and 
Graham, 2010). Tactical activities are not concerned with, nor can impact on the 
development of a societal system at a landscape level, and in isolation, perpetuate 
governance fragmentation (Loorbach, 2010). For example, the institutional 
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fragmentation of the UK government in terms of different ministries, departments, and 
directorates is a major barrier for integrative long-term policies.  
Operational activities – within the context of sustainability within higher education, 
operational activities are the dominant focus of research (Stephens and Graham, 
2010), characterised as the implementation of short-term innovative experiments, 
typically led by the ambitions and specific skills of individuals (Loorbach, 2010; 
Stephens and Graham, 2010). Within HE and FE, there are many examples of 
operational activities that have been subsequently further developed as legitimate 
alternatives to existing technologies, practices and products (Stephens and Graham, 
2010; Loorbach et al, 2010). Common examples include the implementation of waste 
management processes or resource saving initiatives through the use of technological 
innovations. Though operational activities are often small scale, they are important for 
identifying barriers for wider implementation (Loorbach et al, 2010), which when 
overcome, can facilitate progression to tactical activities. For example, operational 
activities may be retrofitted to existing processes or structures, but are designed into 
tactical developments; a common example within education is the retrofitting of 
͚sŵaƌteƌ͛ ŵodes of ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ deliǀeƌǇ iŶto eǆistiŶg leĐtuƌe theatƌes oƌ Đlassƌooŵs, 
which within tactical building developments are included as a requirement at design 
stage. Operational activities if dealt with in isolation do run the risk of leading to the 
perception that substantial change is being achieved when in fact, activities amount to 
ŶothiŶg ŵoƌe thaŶ ͞ĐhaŶge ǁithiŶ ĐhaŶgelessŶess͟ ;“teƌliŶg, ϮϬϭϯ: ϯϯͿ. 
Reflexive activities – typically detached from governance processes but located within 
institutions and organisations, reflexive activities include those that monitor, evaluate 
and assess ongoing policies that are implemented as part of a transition process 
(Loorbach, ϮϬϭϬ; “tepheŶs aŶd Gƌahaŵ, ϮϬϭϬͿ aŶd aƌe ŶeĐessaƌǇ ͞to prevent lock-in 
aŶd to eŶaďle the eǆploƌatioŶ of Ŷeǁ ideas aŶd tƌajeĐtoƌies͟ ;LooƌďaĐh, ϮϬϭϬ: ϭϳϬͿ. An 
example pertinent to this study is the study itself, which is assessing the implicit impact 
of previous and ongoing sustainability activities on perceptions of sustainability as well 
as perceptions of agency, both of which are cultural based factors that a transition to 
sustainability relies upon (Loorbach and Rotmans, 2010), and both are factors that have 
received no previous analysis within the FE sector. 
Reflexive learning enables the transition process to ensure that the right questions are 
being asked, allowing for self-ƌefleĐtioŶ aŶd ĐoƌƌeĐtioŶ ;WestleǇ et al, ϮϬϭϭͿ ͞Ŷeǀeƌ 
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assuming that we have found the answer because the questions associated with 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ aƌe alǁaǇs goiŶg to ĐhaŶge͟ ;Moƌƌis aŶd MaƌtiŶ, ϮϬϬϵ: ϭϲϰͿ. Indeed, the 
approach to transitions should focus on working towards common ambitions rather 
than fixed goals (Loorbach et al, 2009), ďeĐause ͞sustaiŶaďilitǇ is a pƌoĐess, Ŷot a 
destiŶatioŶ͟ ;“hƌiďeƌg, ϮϬϬϮ:ϭϱϱͿ, aŶd a ͞hoƌizoŶ to ďe appƌoaĐhed ďut Ŷeǀeƌ ƌeaĐhed͟ 
(Garud and Gehman, 2012).   
The transition management cycle  
As previously stated, transition processes and perceptions of sustainability differ 
depending on the context within which they are set (for example, is it taking place 
within the energy or education sectors), and therefore too its actors, problems and 
solutions (Loorbach, 2010). The four types of transition management activities as well 
as being useful within the descriptive function of the TMF, also correspond with several 
steps that form the prescriptive framework (denoted by figure 5) which follows a 
cyclical, functional and adaptive non-linear transition management process (Rotmans 
and Loorbach, 2009; Loorbach et al, 2009; Loorbach, 2010).  
The following steps are a process strategy based on the characteristics of the four types 
of management activities; throughout the transition process, these steps develop to 
connect and guide each management activity in a specific direction, though need not 
be followed in a fixed sequence (Loorbach, 2010). Indeed, transitions are not neat and 
clean, moving sequentially from one activity to another, but are likely iŶstead to ďe ͞a 
ǀeƌǇ ͞ƌugged͟ teƌƌaiŶ ďeĐause of the ŵaŶǇ iŶteƌdepeŶdeŶĐies iŶǀolǀed͟ ;Gaƌud aŶd 
Gehman, 2012: 991). 
The steps of a transition management cycle are: 
1) ͞Structure the problem in question and establish and organise the transition arena 
2) develop a transition agenda, images of sustainability and derive the necessary 
transition paths  
3) Establish and carry out transition experiments and mobilise the resulting transition 
networks 
4) Monitor, evaluate and learn lessons from the transition experiments, and make 
adjustŵeŶts iŶ the ǀisioŶ, ageŶda aŶd ĐoalitioŶs͟ ;LooƌďaĐh aŶd ‘otŵaŶs, ϮϬϭϬ: ϮϯϴͿ. 
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Figure 5 - The Transition Management cycle (Loorbach 2010: 173) 
Though the steps of a transition process need not evolve sequentially, the framework 
also articulates progression of a transition through four-phases of development - pre-
development, take off, breakthrough and stabilization (Stephens and Graham, 2010). 
These phases strongly resonate with Sterling (2004, 2013) who states that consecutive 
learning through four stages is necessary for the shift in the transition to sustainability 
and is observed by changes initially in environmental and economic policies, followed 
by a cultural shift in public awareness, and finally a renewal of emphasis on local 
democracy and activity (Sterling, 2004; Sterling, 2013). Table 4 illustrates the four 
phases of organisational learning development, and how they correspond with the 
TMF͛s fouƌ phases of deǀelopŵeŶt aŶd theiƌ ŵulti-level focus.  
Type of 
response 
Resultant change Type of learning Application to the TMF 
No response No change Denial/ ignorance (no 
learning) 
Pre-development 
Accommodation Green gloss Adaptive Take off (Practices) 
Reformation Serious reform Critically reflective adaptation Breakthrough 
(Structure) 
Transformation Whole system redesign Transformative Stabilisation (Culture) 
Table 4 - Staged learning responses to the challenge of sustainability and their 
correspondence with characteristics of the TMF - adapted from Sterling (2004: 57) 
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The parallels between the two research areas of transition management and 
sustainability learning within higher education are not limited to the four-phased 
development processes. Many of the ͞iŶgƌedieŶts͟ that ǁould Đhaƌacterise a 
sustainable university match those required for transition management, most notably 
the ability to learn, reflexivity, transdisciplinarity, critical debate, collective 
responsibility and engagement, long-term orientation and a systems approach 
(Sterling, 2013). 
“teƌliŶg͛s fouƌ-phased leaƌŶiŶg appƌoaĐh also ƌesoŶates ǁith soŵe of the TMF͛s 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt aĐtiǀitǇ ĐhaƌaĐteƌistiĐs; foƌ eǆaŵple ͚adaptiǀe͛ ƌespoŶses to sustaiŶaďilitǇ 
aĐĐoŵŵodate ͞distuƌďaŶĐes ǁithout fuŶdaŵeŶtallǇ ĐhaŶgiŶg the whole system͟ 
(Sterling, 2004:57). The parallel dynamic within the TMF would be operational activities 
taking place at a project level over a short-teƌŵ peƌiod oŶlǇ, aŶd ǁould ďe ͞tǇpiĐallǇ led 
ďǇ the aŵďitioŶs aŶd speĐifiĐ skills of iŶdiǀiduals͟ ;LooƌďaĐh, ϮϬϭϬ; “tephens and 
Graham, 2010), but neither operational nor tactical activities are concerned with, nor 
can impact on the development of a societal system at a landscape level (Loorbach, 
2010). Sterling (2004) and Philips (2009) describe how leaders will make space for 
innovation, typically within accommodative and reformative responses but only if the 
attendant risks are small and rewards, such as to gain a competitive edge over rivals, 
aƌe suffiĐieŶtlǇ attƌaĐtiǀe: ͞It is less likelǇ that the seĐtoƌ ǁill opt foƌ fully 
transformative change as the sector is a prime agency of learning, but itself not a 
reflexive leaƌŶiŶg sǇsteŵ͟ ;“teƌliŶg, ϮϬϬϰ:51). For an institution to move beyond an 
accommodative or adaptive response it requires significant learning of those 
particularly who hold leadership positions, however it must be kept in mind that as a 
subsystem of society, education cannot transition to paradigmatic change at a rate 
͞fasteƌ thaŶ soĐietǇ as a ǁhole͟ ;“teƌliŶg, ϮϬϬϰ: ϱϴͿ. Indeed, while some universities 
have started to incorporate sustainability into their educational missions and practices 
(Stephens and Graham, 2010), they as with any individual organisation, cannot become 
sustainable in isolation as they are still part of and contribute to the societal systems, 
however optimised, of production and consumption (Loorbach et al, 2010). There is 
therefore a need for a recursive relationship between higher education and society 
that would allow for co-evolution through parallel shifts (Sterling, 2004). Unlike other 
businesses, universities are therefore key actors to influence as well as being 
influenced by processes of social change (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Adombent, 
2013), but like all businesses, must behave as coevolving actors within society as a 
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whole in order to realise their transformative potential (Loorbach et al, 2010; 
Brinkhurst et al, 2011; Adombent, 2013; Christen and Schmidt, 2012).  
Both four staged processes typically follow bottom-up movement through each phase 
of learning or transition process. However within the TMF, a strategic process can for 
instance take place at a niche level, but then must evolve through each subsequent 
level in order to overthrow the incumbent regime and therefore eventually lead to 
societal landscape changes. The TMF reĐogŶises that ͞developments in many domains 
aŶd at ŵaŶǇ sĐales ĐoŶtƌiďute to a soĐietal tƌaŶsitioŶ͟ (Stephens and Graham, 2010: 
614) and therefore in this regard, progression through four phases of development 
may be difficult or counterintuitive to apply in all transition management 
circumstances, particularly those within education. Instead, the four staged learning 
process, and the four phases of transition development can be observed as part of an 
oƌgaŶisatioŶ͛s eǆpeƌieŶĐe oǀeƌ tiŵe – outside of any prescribed transition management 
process - as a result of multi-level interactions.  
2.4 Highlighting the literature gap: the study’s ƌeseaƌĐh oďjeĐtiǀe and research 
questions  
As this chapter has indicated, literature concerning sustainability within education has 
almost exclusively focussed on higher education, with FE colleges receiving little to no 
specific academic attention as a result of those writing about HE having had limited or 
no experience of the FE sector. It is suggested therefore that the research outputs 
regarding sustainability within HE have been assumed as applicable to FE colleges, or 
the significance of the differences between the two sectors have not been considered.  
As discussed earlier in this chapter, typically used sustainability progress models 
͚ĐlassifǇ͛ pƌogƌess of aŶ iŶstitutioŶ͛s sustainability efforts based on a linear 
interpretation, which may vary significantly across other areas of the institution, and 
aĐĐoƌdiŶg to stakeholdeƌs͛ peƌĐeptioŶs. Though it is diffiĐult to esĐape the limitations 
suƌƌouŶdiŶg the iŶheƌeŶt ďias of aŶǇ studǇ eǆaŵiŶiŶg a speĐifiĐ Đohoƌt of stakeholdeƌs͛ 
perceptions, especially so of an already highly contested term, to begin substantiating 
the sector͛s specific position regarding sustainability, this study (rather than taking a 
liŶeaƌ ͚Đase studǇ͛ appƌoaĐh aŶd assessiŶg sustaiŶaďilitǇ peƌfoƌŵaŶĐeͿ is seekiŶg to 
understand and map management approaches to sustainability based on key 
stakeholders͛ perception or perceptions of sustainability compared with perceptions of 
sustainability in practice. The study therefore responds to the literature gap identified 
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by Wright and Horst (2013), who state that there are few studies that explore the 
conceptualisations of sustainability, particularly those held by major stakeholders. The 
significance of senior stakeholders is also echoed by Beltran-Kadji et al (2013) who, in a 
study examining the views of school Principals on leadership and leadership practices 
in relation to sustainable developmeŶt, state, ͞the ƌole of school Principals has 
consistently been identified by educational research as critical to the successful and 
sustaiŶaďle iŵpleŵeŶtatioŶ of eduĐatioŶal ƌefoƌŵs͟ ;BeltƌaŶ-Kadji et al, 2013: 304). 
It is important to highlight that although this study is essentially founded upon a 
heuƌistiĐ iŶƋuiƌǇ, as a ƌesult of the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌofessioŶal eǆpeƌieŶĐe ǁithiŶ the 
sector, the study as explained in chapter 3 is interpretivist and exploratory in nature. 
Therefore, its purpose is not to assume there is a problem concerning sustainability 
within the sector and to devise a solution or model to illustrate this, instead, it intends 
to simply explore how the sector conceptualises sustainability, and if indeed there is a 
problem worthy of further investigation. For example, the problem may be less the 
aĐkŶoǁledgeŵeŶt aŶd aĐtiǀe eŶgageŵeŶt ǁith a Đollege͛s soĐial oƌ eĐoŶoŵiĐ 
responsibilities, and instead more confined to a problem of environmental 
ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ. As ĐoŶfeƌƌed ďǇ “hƌiďeƌg ;ϮϬϬϮ:ϭϱϴͿ, ͞opting to use the term 
͞ŵaŶageŵeŶt͟ oƌ ͞eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal͟ iŶstead of ͞sustaiŶaďilitǇ͟ ŵaǇ ďe ŵoƌe ƌesoŶaŶt 
ǁith people͛s ĐoŵpƌeheŶsioŶ of the teƌŵ, hoǁeǀeƌ siŶĐe sustaiŶaďilitǇ is ƋualitatiǀelǇ 
diffeƌeŶt fƌoŵ ͞eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ͟, Đaŵpus leadeƌs ŵight attaĐh diffeƌeŶt 
meanings to questions based on their interpretations, none of which might approach 
theoƌists͛ aŶd pƌaĐtitioŶeƌs͛ ŵeaŶiŶg of ͞sustaiŶaďilitǇ͟.  
2.4.1 Interpretational confinements of the literature review 
Terminology and interpretational issues are not only a by-product of a study on 
sustainability (as discussed in further detail in chapter 3.2.3), but have been 
peƌpetuated ďǇ this studǇ͛s ĐoŶĐeptual foĐus. As Baker-Shelley et al (2017) rightly point 
out, analyzing a sustainability transition through one perspective, such as the 
sustainability of education and research is impractical and would not provide a holistic 
picture of where on a sustainability transition an organisation really is.  Indeed, a focus 
on overt sustainability and the sustainability discourse could itself be counter-
productive given, as stated by Visser (2015), sustainability itself is not an effective 
strategy for change. However, rather than considering other theoretical perspectives 
that contribute to organisational change such as behavioural science and psychology, 
organisational change and management (including political leadership [Kiraly et al, 
  
55 
2017], socio-ecological systems, and corporate governance and CSR (Baker-Shelley et 
al, 2017), the focus of this literature review and this study as a whole (at its outset) was 
to examine the moral imperative of sustainability in education, specifically HE given the 
literature gap of sustainability education in FE. Additionally, other areas of comparison 
such as transformation in HE responding to other – what were once peripheral -issues 
such as health and safety, equality and diversity and employability that could have 
resonance for the cultural changes required for sustainability, were not specifically 
examined. The reason for their scoping out is the same; this study was exploratory in 
both its explicit topic and implicit learning journey. Just as the emergence, dominance, 
ĐoŵpleǆitǇ aŶd ƌeleǀaŶĐe of poǁeƌ ǁithiŶ the studǇ͛s ƌesults ǁas uŶeǆpeĐted, so too 
were the relationships of other theoƌetiĐal peƌspeĐtiǀes iŶ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg FE͛s 
leadership and management approach to sustainability. That is not to say that they 
were not intuitively known of by the author, more it was the moral case for 
sustainability that represented a cathartic motivation driven by a career in 
sustainability that wanted to simply examine and explore how, in the 21
st
 century, 
sustainability is perceived by educational leaders. 
Therefore, just as a literature review that covered these other theoretical perspectives 
as well as comparable changes within higher education would have – with hindsight – 
made a more instructive and informed literature review and study as a whole, looking 
for patterns, seeking solace and examining potential areas of resonance by comparing 
FE with its closest relative, HE, felt the most appropriate place to start this very 
exploratory study and to fulfill its research objective. Indeed, it was examination of 
literature on sustainability in HE (particularly the work of Tarah Wright) that informed 
the development of the research questions as well as other key research decisions, 
such as the interview and focus group questions, and the decision to use content 
analysis. 
Developed to reflect the limitations presented by the literature reviewed, the objective 
of this study was therefore:  
͞To deteƌŵiŶe if theƌe is a ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ Fuƌtheƌ EduĐatioŶ leadeƌs͛ peƌĐeptioŶs 
of sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt, aŶd the Ŷatuƌe of its pƌaĐtiĐe ǁithiŶ FE Đolleges͟ 
In order to achieve this research objective, three detailed research questions have 
been developed:  
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Research question 1: What is the dominant perception of sustainable development by 
FE leadership?  
Research question 2: What aƌe leadeƌs’ peƌĐeptioŶs of power and leadership for 
sustainability within FE? 
Research question 3: How are FE colleges perceived to contribute to sustainable 
development?  
These research questions will be answered by the examination of perceptions of 
sustainability, its practice and leadership held by individual college leaders, employees 
of Đolleges iŶ less seŶioƌ positioŶs, aŶd the seĐtoƌ͛s fuŶdiŶg aŶd ŵeŵďeƌship ďodies as 
detailed in chapter 4 and discussed in chapter 5. As the studǇ͛s ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk, 
the TMF will be used to validate the research findings. Its application and adaptation to 
suit the parameters of this study is discussed subsequently.  
2.5 Key theories from the theoretical background: applying the TMF as the 
conceptual framework.  
As previously discussed, existing literature within the research field of sustainability 
within higher education is dominated by empirical and descriptive studies, often 
including examples of best practice, and focusing on tactical and operational activities 
only (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Dade and Hassenzahl, 2013).  
Stephens and Graham (2010) also highlight the scarcity of studies that explore strategic 
dǇŶaŵiĐs ǁithiŶ HE that Đould faĐilitate ĐhaŶge foƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ, aŶd state ͞a ǀaluaďle 
area of future research could involve analysis of the ways in which universities, and/ or 
the sector as a whole, are oriented toward or engaged in a transition, and in what ways 
organisations of higher education are oriented toward maintaining the status quo 
ƌatheƌ thaŶ fosteƌiŶg ĐhaŶge͞ ;“tepheŶs aŶd Gƌahaŵ, ϮϬϭϬ: ϲϭϯͿ. PƌiŶĐipal authoƌs of 
transition management recognise that though the TMF it is still in development and 
has commonly been used to induce change within the energy, water and transport 
subsystems (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Loorbach, 2010; Markard et al, 2012), it is 
recursive and scholars invite exploration of its value in different contexts (Luederitz et 
al, 2016): ͞[the TMF] can be applied on the level of a societal system, but as well as on 
a sub-sǇsteŵ, oƌ eǀeŶ the pƌojeĐt leǀel͟ ;LooƌďaĐh, ϮϬϭϬ: ϭϳϭͿ. Indeed, as the 
education sector and its sub-sectors are significant societal change agents, ͞embedded 
in their own cultural and social contexts that precipitate a unique set of challenges and 
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oppoƌtuŶities͟ ;“tepheŶs aŶd Gƌahaŵ, ϮϬϭϬ: ϲϭϲͿ, studies that eǆploƌe this ƌole aŶd 
the challenges associated within change within higher education, specifiĐallǇ ͞ŵultiple 
levels of action, and the role of the university in operationalising a transition are 
ǁoƌthǇ of a ƌeǀieǁ͟ ;“tepheŶs aŶd Gƌahaŵ, ϮϬϭϬ: ϲϭ2).  
Though this study is inherently descriptive and empirical in nature (and therefore 
adding to the dominant trend of existing literature as noted above by Stephens and 
GƌahaŵͿ, the TMF͛s desĐƌiptiǀe aďilitǇ to distiŶguish goǀeƌŶaŶĐe aĐtiǀitǇ thƌough a 
multi-level perspective remains suitable for this study, which is focussing on leadership 
dynamics only. As the research gap exploring sustainability within FE is almost 
exhaustive, readjusting the TM focus to examine leadership perceptions of 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ pƌoǀides a logiĐal plaĐe at ǁhiĐh to staƌt the eǆploƌatioŶ of the seĐtoƌ͛s 
transition.  
2.5.1 Adapting the TMF: conceptual framework  
Given the ever changing parameters of sustainability and the inherently complex 
nature of higher education institutions, the linear view taken by sustainability progress 
ŵodels ͞may give potential change agents an inflated or diminished view of their 
situatioŶ, ďoth of ǁhiĐh ĐaŶ deƌail oƌ stifle ŶasĐeŶt iŶitiatiǀes͟ ;“tepheŶs aŶd Gƌahaŵ, 
2010: 615). This critique is similarly relevant to common environmental or 
sustainability assessment frameworks such as the ISO14001, which although in some 
cases do include a reflexive (monitoring and evaluating) element, (illustrated within 
eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal ŵaŶageŵeŶt sǇsteŵs as ͚PlaŶ, Do, CheĐk, AĐt͛ [Claƌke aŶd Kouƌi, ϮϬϬϵ]Ϳ, 
their task is to simply measure and subsequently reduce an organisations 
environmental impact; an insufficient response to the complex problem of 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁhiĐh ͞ƌeƋuiƌes ŵoƌe ƌadiĐal aŶd stƌuĐtuƌal ĐhaŶges ǁithiŶ aŶd ďetǁeeŶ 
oƌgaŶisatioŶs͟ Loorbach et al (2010:134). The TMF is therefore being used as this 
studǇ͛s ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk, ǁhiĐh aĐĐoƌdiŶg to ‘oďsoŶ ;ϮϬϬϮ: ϲϯͿ, pƌoǀides ͞the 
theoƌǇ aďout ǁhat is goiŶg oŶ, ǁhat is happeŶiŶg aŶd ǁhǇ͟, aŶd the ͞sǇsteŵ of 
concepts, assumptions, expectations, beliefs and theories that support and inform 
ƌeseaƌĐh͟ ;Maǆǁell, ϭϵϵϲ: ϮϱͿ.  
Since there does not appear to be a demand from the sector for a prescriptive insight 
into how a transition toward sustainability may be facilitated, a descriptive 'snapshot' 
of the FE seĐtoƌ͛s leadeƌship approach to sustainability may inspire further studies or 
scrutiny of the sector. By focusing on leadership approaches rather than exclusively 
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sustainability activities, the study͛s ĐoŶĐlusioŶs Đould ďe used to iŶfoƌŵ futuƌe studies 
that may investigate the transferability of the prescriptive function, perhaps using 
action research, to guide a sustainability transition within the sector. There is also an 
inherent reflexive dimension to this study through the examination of perceptions of 
sustainability practice, as results will reflect the impact of historic and expired 
stƌategies ǁithiŶ the seĐtoƌ͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ tƌaŶsitioŶ. 
The spatial dimensions of the traditional TMF have been adjusted and scaled down to 
reflect the leadership dynamics of the further education sector, notably its relationship 
with the government, the nature of which is to deal with more urgent, shorter time 
scale problems, rather than the longer-term perspective offered by science (Adombent, 
2013).  While short term policy making decisions are not conducive to facilitating 
sustainable development, and operate on a significantly shorter time scale than the 
landscape activities proposed within the TMF, it is relevant to this study as it reflects 
more accurately the conditions from which this study has emerged. Therefore: 
 The TMF͛s laŶdsĐape leǀel ƌefeƌs to the highest tieƌ of FE sector leadership, 
which is led by the government departments, the DfE and BIS, who sponsor the 
EFA and SFA (see figure 1). 
 The regime level refers to the self-leadership of the sector by membership 
based sector interest groups, specifically the AoC, and the ͚ϭϱϳ Gƌoup͛. These 
two groups represent the critical mass of leadership engagement with sector 
wide issues, and through their membership structure, facilitate a more direct 
lineage of management from the government at a landscape level to individual 
leaders at a niche level. The disadvantages of choosing these two groups to 
represent the regime level are discussed in chapter 3.2.3.5.  
 The niche level refers to the leadership of individual colleges and was examined 
by interviewing the most senior leaders of colleges, which in most cases was 
the college Chief Executive and Principal. Focus groups were also conducted 
with middle – loǁeƌ ŵaŶageŵeŶt as a ŵeaŶs of appƌaisiŶg seŶioƌ leadeƌ͛s 
peƌspeĐtiǀes aŶd offeƌiŶg a platfoƌŵ foƌ the peƌspeĐtiǀes of the ͚ŶiĐhe͛ ǁithiŶ 
the niche to be heard. 
Accordingly, the spatial characteristics the transition management activities, each of 
which are associated to each level of leadership, have also been adjusted as denoted in 
table 5.  
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For this study: 
- Strategic activities are based on a five to ten year timescale, and will be assessed 
using indicators that refer to sustainability and long-term visioning, objective setting 
and goal formation. 
- Tactical activities are based on a two to five year timescale and will be assessed using 
indicators that refer to lateral relationship building between sector stakeholders with 
the intention of facilitating mechanisms of change required for sustainability.  
- Operational activities are based on a nought to two-year timescale, and will be 
assessed through references to short-term or ongoing sustainability projects or 
innovations, that may or may not be referenced to a specific individual within the 
organisation.  
 
Multi-Level 
perspective 
TM activity FE focus Research method 
FE landscape (5-10 
years) 
Strategic BIS, SFA, EFA, DfE Content analysis 
FE regime (2-5 years) Tactical AoC, 157 Group Content analysis 
FE niche (0-2 years) Operational Individual colleges Interviews, focus groups, 
content analysis 
Table 5 - conceptual framework based on Loorbach (2010) and Stephens and Graham (2010). 
It is important to note that while BIS for example, will be examined as a sector 
͚laŶdsĐape͛ stakeholdeƌ that aĐtiŶg oŶ ďehalf of the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt should ďe eǆpeĐted to 
provide more of a strategic focus to the sector, the purpose of the study is to examine 
and map at which TM activity each of multi-level stakeholders are actually operating in 
relation to sustainability and sustainable development. For example, emergent key 
themes from data analysis may suggest that perceptions of sustainability as a concept 
referring to business continuity are more strategically inclined and relate to a 
landscape perspective by citing government priorities, national socio-economic trends, 
or the needs of future generations. At a niche level, FE could therefore be assessed as 
focussing on strategy when conceptualising business sustainability, but focuses on 
operational or tactical activities when referring to environmental sustainability. A 
subsequent research conclusion could be that there is a mismatch between 
perceptions of sustainability, its leadership and its practice within the leadership 
hierarchy of the sector. When relating this back to the research objective, it could be 
surmised that there is a weak relationship between how sustainability as a concept is 
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perceived and how it is practiced. The strengths and weaknesses of using the TMF as 
the studǇ͛s ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk aƌe disĐussed iŶ gƌeateƌ detail iŶ chapter 6. 
2.6 Chapter summary  
This chapter has outliŶed this studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh oďjeĐtiǀe aŶd ƋuestioŶs aŶd the keǇ 
theories obtained from the theoretical background, which concluded that frameworks 
typically used to assess sustainability progression within education would be 
inappropriate for this study. Rather, it was deemed more suitable to adapt the 
leadership and governance descriptive abilities of the TMF as a conceptual framework 
agaiŶst ǁhiĐh the studǇ͛s ƌesearch findings will be validated in order to determine the 
prevailing management approach taken by the multiple levels of FE leadership to 
sustainability. 
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Chapter 3. Research approach and design  
This Đhapteƌ pƌoǀides a detailed desĐƌiptioŶ of the studǇ͛s oŶtologiĐal aŶd 
epistemological approach, the choice of Grounded Theory (GT) as the research 
ŵethodologǇ aŶd hoǁ this liŶks ǁith the studǇ͛s ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk. The Đhapteƌ 
then discusses the data collection methods, the application of GT to the data analysis 
methods, and the advantages and disadvantages associated to each. A detailed 
account of the limitations of this study associated with the researcher and a reflection 
on the data analysis and overall research process concludes the chapter.  
3.1 Research approach  
While a number of different authors have developed models illustrating the 
relationship between ontology, epistemology, theoretical perspectives, methodologies 
and research methods (suĐh as CƌottǇ, ϭϵϵϴ, Blaikie, ϮϬϬϳ, GƌaǇ, ϮϬϬϵͿ, it is GƌaǇ͛s ϮϬϬϵ 
adaptation of Saunders et al (2007) diagram of the elements of a research process, 
denoted in figure 6, that has been further modified to illustrate the research approach 
of this study (as deŶoted ďǇ the ƌed aƌƌoǁsͿ, iŶĐoƌpoƌatiŶg also Gƌiǆ͛s ;ϮϬϬϮͿ 
terminology and position of ontology and epistemology. Though arguably this study is 
both exploratory and descriptive, and operates mainly at a cross-sectional level, 
(though there is a longitudinal element within the research method), as the red arrows 
denote, this study originates from a constructivist ontology, an interpretivist 
epistemology, and interprets theory using a symbolic interactionism perspective. The 
study adopts an inductive GT methodology, and uses interviews, focus groups and the 
analysis of secondary data as its research methods. 
EaĐh eleŵeŶt of the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh pƌoĐess ǁill Ŷoǁ ďe eǆplaiŶed iŶ detail. 
3.1.1 Constructivist research ontology; an interpretivist epistemology  
At the staƌt of aŶǇ ƌeseaƌĐh pƌojeĐt is a ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s peƌsoŶal eǆpeƌieŶĐe, ǁhiĐh 
iŵpaĐts oŶ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s peƌspeĐtiǀe of the ǁoƌld aŶd ǁhat ĐoŶstitutes soĐial 
ƌealitǇ, oƌ a ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s ontological perspective (Crotty, 1998; Blaikie, 2007; Grix, 
2002).  
This studǇ ǁas ĐoŶĐeiǀed as a ƌesult of the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌofessioŶal eǆpeƌieŶĐe 
whereby it was observed that multiple perspectives have developed and continue to 
develop the meaning of sustainability, rather than it having a static and external 
meaning that has yet to be discovered. As stated by Palmer (2004), sustainability is an 
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ambiguous and widely contested term, interpreted differently depending on the 
context from which it emerges. 
The ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s eǆpeƌieŶĐe has theƌefoƌe ŶatuƌallǇ iŶflueŶĐed the judgement that a) 
this studǇ is iŵpoƌtaŶt to ƌeseaƌĐh, aŶd ďͿ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s ǀalues as ǁell as the ǀalues 
and concepts implicit within the study have determined the research philosophy and 
design (Robson, 2002; Gray, 2009): the limitations presented by the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s 
experience of the sector are discussed in greater detail in chapter 3.2.3.  
The focus on sustainability and how it is perceived presents an extra layer of 
subjectivity to contend with; therefore it is perhaps inevitable that the ontological 
perspective of this study is constructivism, which can be defined as: 
͞A positioŶ that asseƌts that soĐial pheŶoŵeŶa aŶd theiƌ ŵeaŶiŶgs aƌe ĐoŶtiŶuallǇ 
being accomplished by social actors. It implies social phenomena and categories are not 
only produced thƌough soĐial iŶteƌaĐtioŶ ďut that theǇ aƌe iŶ ĐoŶstaŶt state of ƌeǀisioŶ͟ 
(Bryman, 2001: 16).  
͞CoŶstƌuĐtiǀisŵ ƌejeĐts the ǀieǁ that tƌuth aŶd ŵeaŶiŶg eǆist iŶ the eǆteƌŶal, ďut is 
iŶstead Đƌeated ďǇ the suďjeĐt͛s iŶteƌaĐtioŶs ǁith the ǁoƌld. MeaŶiŶg is Đonstructed, 
not discovered, so subjects construct their own meaning in different ways, even in 
ƌelatioŶ to the saŵe pheŶoŵeŶoŶ͟ ;GƌaǇ, ϮϬϬϵ: ϭϳͿ. 
A constructivist approach believes that reality is socially constructed, and therefore it is 
the task of constructivist researchers to understand and derive multiple constructions 
through an inductive approach that seeks to establish patterns, consistencies and 
ŵeaŶiŶgs ;‘oďsoŶ, ϮϬϬϮ; GƌaǇ, ϮϬϬϵͿ. While oŶtologǇ is foĐused oŶ a ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s 
worldview, epistemology focuses on the knowledge gathering process (Grix, 2002). The 
epistemological stance of this study is interpretivism, which is commonly linked to 
ĐoŶstƌuĐtiǀisŵ ;GƌaǇ, ϮϬϬϵͿ, aŶd is ͞pƌediĐated upoŶ the ǀieǁ that a stƌategǇ is 
required that respects the differences between people and the objects of the natural 
sciences and therefore requires the social scientist to grasp the subjective meaning of 
soĐial aĐtioŶ͟ ;BƌǇŵaŶ, ϮϬϬϭ: ϭϮͿ.  
Like constructivism, interpretivism regards reality as a social construct (Blaikie, 2007) 
but is centrally motivated by a concern to understand and explain the actions and 
practices of actors (Hay, 2011). Of relevance to this study is the particular focus of 
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interpretivism on interpretations. Not only do our interpretations and subjective 
understandings of the world guide our beliefs, understandings, conduct, and actions, 
but these in turn lead interpretivist researchers to their ideas (Hay, 2011). Learning 
theŶ is ͞shaped Ŷot oŶlǇ ďǇ ǁhat happeŶs ďetǁeeŶ iŶdiǀiduals iŶ iŶteƌaĐtioŶ, but by 
the Đultuƌal, histoƌiĐal, aŶd soĐial ĐoŶteǆts iŶ ǁhiĐh theiƌ iŶteƌaĐtioŶ is eŵďedded͟ 
(Lattuca, 2002: 713). Again, this has clear resonance with this study, as it is the 
researcher͛s experience and own interpretation of the behaviours and beliefs of the FE 
sector with respect to sustainability that led to the judgement that research must be 
conducted. It is accurate therefore to say that without this professional experience and 
an understanding of the social and cultural context within which it is embedded, the 
research gap or research opportunity might not have been identified. It was the 
ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s experience therefore that led to the perception that the study was 
required, particularly so in order to highlight the crucial differences between the HE 
and FE sectors, and how this may have impacted on perceptions of sustainability and 
its practice. The approach to this study was therefore as much pragmatic as 
heuƌistiĐallǇ fouŶded as it is the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s iŶteŶt to deŵoŶstƌate pƌaĐtiĐallǇ hoǁ 
different the two sectors are, and therefore furthering the development of 
sustainability theory, though within a sector that has not been empirically studied 
before. The theoretical perspective of this study is discussed in greater detail in 3.1.3. 
3.1.2 An exploratory, inductive and flexible approach  
As discussed within the background and literature review chapters, there is substantial 
literature and research based on the examination of sustainability within HE, but an 
absence of pre-existing theories regarding sustainability within FE specifically. The 
purpose of this study is therefore exploratory as it intends to discover what is 
happening in an unknown situation in order to generate ideas for future research 
(Robson, 2002).  
While the dominant research approach is exploratory, there are elements of a 
descriptive and interpretive research approach, which are defined respectively by Gray 
;ϮϬϬϵ:ϯϱͿ as: ͞to ͚dƌaǁ a piĐtuƌe͛ of a situatioŶ, peƌsoŶ oƌ eǀeŶt oƌ shoǁ hoǁ thiŶgs 
are related to eaĐh otheƌ͟, aŶd ͞to eǆploƌe people͛s eǆpeƌieŶĐes aŶd theiƌ ǀieǁs oƌ 
peƌspeĐtiǀes of these eǆpeƌieŶĐes͟.  Of fuƌtheƌ ƌeleǀaŶĐe to this studǇ is a desĐƌiptiǀe 
appƌoaĐhes͛ ƌeƋuiƌeŵeŶt of previous knowledge of the situation being researched and 
described (Robson, 2002).    
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Exploratory, descriptive and interpretive approaches are all inductive in nature, seeking 
to establish theories through the emergence of connections and meanings from the 
data gathering process (Gray, 2009). These are different to deductive processes that 
are typically of a quantitative and fixed design, are theory driven and seek to link 
research to theory through the testing of hypotheses (Robson, 2002; Gray, 2009).  
Though flexible designs can legitimately incorporate quantitative methods, social 
research processes, and exploratory studies in particular are commonly qualitative and 
of a flexible design, whereby the research approach is able to evolve and develop as 
the research process continues (Robson, 2002).  
Rather helpfully, the exploratory, inductive and flexible approach of this study is 
implicit within its ontological and epistemological perspective. Not only are interpretive 
studies typically inductive in nature, but also constructivist and interpretivist 
researchers tend to use qualitative research methods such as interviews and 
oďseƌǀatioŶ ;‘oďsoŶ, ϮϬϬϮ; GƌaǇ, ϮϬϬϵͿ. A ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s oŶtologiĐal aŶd episteŵologiĐal 
perspective therefore determines the research approach and choice of methodology 
(Grix, 2002; Gray, 2009).  
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Figure 6 - The elements of the research process. Adapted from Gray, (2002: 33), adapted from 
Saunders et al (2007). The red arrows indicate the research approach taken by this study. 
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3.1.3 Using symbolic interactionism within an interpretivist epistemology  
As we have seen, the ontological perspective of this study is founded upon a worldview 
that reality is socially constructed. The principle concern of this study is to gather 
knowledge using an interpretivist epistemology, through a congruent symbolic 
interactionist theoretical perspective, in order to understand the perspectives and 
practices of sustainability within the FE sector. This approach was also used by 
Littledyke et al (2013) who used symbolic interactionism as their theoretical 
perspective when conducting interviews as their main research tool to investigate 
practice and perceptions of sustainability within HE (coincidentally they too observe 
online communications of sustainability as a supportive secondary data set).  
A theoƌetiĐal peƌspeĐtiǀe is, ͞the philosophiĐal staŶĐe iŶfoƌŵiŶg the ŵethodologǇ aŶd 
thus pƌoǀidiŶg a ĐoŶteǆt foƌ the pƌoĐess aŶd gƌouŶdiŶg its logiĐ aŶd Đƌiteƌia͟ ;CƌottǇ, 
1998:3). Symbolic interactionism is an example of an interpretivist approach, both of 
which seek to understand and explain the human world based on a perspective that: 
 ͞People iŶteƌpƌet the ŵeaŶiŶg of oďjeĐts aŶd aĐtioŶs iŶ the ǁoƌld aŶd theŶ aĐt 
upon those interpretations. 
 Meanings arise from the process of social interaction. 
 Meanings are handled in, and are modified by, an interactive process used by 
people in dealing with the phenomena that are encountered. 
 MeaŶiŶgs aƌe Ŷot fiǆed oƌ staďle, ďut aƌe ƌeǀised oŶ the ďasis of eǆpeƌieŶĐe͟ 
(Gray, 2009: 22). 
There are other theoretical perspectives relevant to this study; phenomenology for 
example seeks the opinions and interpretations of participants through the collection 
and analysis of qualitative data (Gray, 2009). This study however uses a more 
structured approach than the conventional phenomenology perspective, largely due to 
the challenges associated with access to the selected research participants. There are 
also inherent heuristic aspects of this study as a result of its origin and the experience 
of the researcher. A researcher using heuristic inquiry will seek to find an answer to a 
problem that the researcher has had direct experience of, which in this study, is the 
experience of the researcher as a sustainability practitioner within the sector under 
scrutiny. However, in order to ƌeŵaiŶ faithful to the studǇ͛s iŶteƌpƌetiǀist episteŵologǇ 
and exploratory nature, the purpose of the study is not to answer a specific problem, 
but rather identify if there is a problem concerning how sustainability is perceived. In 
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short, as a result of practitioner experience, the researcher suspects there is a problem 
regarding perceptions, but as this has not yet been empirically investigated, the study 
must remain exploratory. 
3.1.4 Research design: using a Grounded Theory methodology  
Grounded Theory is a commonly used qualitative, inductive and flexible research 
approach, heavily influenced by symbolic interactionism and interpretivism that seeks 
to develop theoretical ideas based on the emergence of themes arising from data 
(Crotty, 1998; Robson, 2002; Gray, 2009).  
Building upon the exploratory nature of this study, GT is pertinent to applied areas of 
research, commonly education, nursing and organisational studies, where there is an 
absence of pre-existing theories (Robson, 2002; Gray, 2009). It is being used as the 
desigŶ foƌ this studǇ͛s ŵethodologǇ, ǁhiĐh as defiŶed ďǇ CƌottǇ ;ϭϵϵϴͿ is: ͞the stƌategǇ, 
plan of action, process or design lying behind the choice and use of particular methods 
and linking the choice and use of methods to the desiƌed outĐoŵes͟ ;CƌottǇ, ϭϵϵϴ:ϯͿ. 
A ŵethodologǇ also ƌefleĐts the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s oŶtologiĐal aŶd episteŵologiĐal 
assumptions (Grix, 2002); GT has clear resonance with the constructivist and 
interpretive philosophies upon which this study is founded, as it is a theory which is 
͞disĐoǀeƌed, deǀeloped aŶd pƌoǀisioŶallǇ ǀeƌified thƌough sǇsteŵatiĐ data ĐolleĐtioŶ 
aŶd aŶalǇsis of data peƌtaiŶiŶg to that pheŶoŵeŶoŶ͟ ;“tƌauss aŶd CoƌďiŶ, ϭϵϵϴ: ϮϯͿ.  
Typically using semi-structured interviews, the researcher develops a central theory 
based on multiple layers of meaning that are derived from the data (Robson, 2002); 
multiple layers of meaning can be explored jointly between the researcher and the 
participant whereby rather an accepting a superficial analysis of a response, the 
ƌeseaƌĐheƌ ĐaŶ pƌoďe ŵoƌe deeplǇ iŶto the paƌtiĐipaŶt͛s uŶstated eǆplaŶatioŶs aŶd 
assumptions, and how these may impact on future actions (Charmaz, 2006; Gray, 
2009). This relates back to the central premise of symbolic interactionism where the 
interpretation of actions guide further actions and interpretations themselves are 
ĐoŶstaŶtlǇ ƌeǀised aĐĐoƌdiŶg to eǆpeƌieŶĐe ;GƌaǇ, ϮϬϬϵͿ. IŶdeed, GT is itself a ͞ŵethod 
of ĐoŶstaŶt ĐoŵpaƌisoŶ͟ ;PidgeoŶ aŶd HeŶǁood, ϭϵϵϲ: ϵϮͿ. 
Within this study, data was collected using semi-structured interviews, focus groups, 
and the content analysis of key FE sector papers, publications and online content. In 
order to derive the core theme present within the collected data, analysis will be 
  
68 
carried out in three stages according to a GT methodology, as stated by Robson (2002: 
493):  
1. Find conceptual categories in the data 
2. Find relationships between these categories 
3. Conceptualise and account for these relationships through finding core 
categories. 
The application of GT to the aŶalǇsis of this studǇ͛s data ǁill ďe eǆplaiŶed iŶ gƌeateƌ 
detail in chapter 3.2.2. 
3.1.5 Linking the research approach to the conceptual framework  
The purpose of this final section of the chapter is to highlight the relationship and 
relevance of the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh appƌoaĐh to the ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk ďeiŶg used to 
ǀalidate the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh fiŶdiŶgs. How these elements of the research process file 
into the research structure is shown in figure 7. 
Symbolic interactionism is congruent with the principle of GT whereby theory is 
deǀeloped thƌough ŵultiple laǇeƌs of ŵeaŶiŶg. This is also tƌue of the studǇ͛s 
theoretical framework, the Transition Management Framework (TMF), which is based 
on the premise that change is created through multiple layers of leadership and multi-
phased processes.  
Both GT and the TMF are also inductive in nature and are built on an interpretive 
epistemology since both are of the view that the nature and dynamics of society and its 
subsystems are related to the ŵaŶŶeƌ iŶ ǁhiĐh the sǇsteŵs͛ aĐtoƌs ďehaǀe aŶd ƌeaĐt to 
these dynamics.  
It is the puƌpose of this studǇ to deƌiǀe a Đoƌe uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the FE seĐtoƌ͛s 
leadership approach towards sustainability in order to determine its relationship with 
how sustainability is practiced. Through a research process heavily influenced by 
interpretivism, this will be achieved by analysing data for common perceptions of 
sustainability, perceptions of power for sustainability leadership, and perceptions of 
how colleges practice sustainability.  
Resonating further with interpretivism, as a result of the absence of pre-existing 
theoƌies ǁithiŶ the ƌeseaƌĐh aƌea, the ƌeseaƌĐh͛s puƌpose is to pƌoǀide a ƌudiŵeŶtaƌǇ 
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͚ŵappiŶg͛ of aŶ uŶkŶoǁŶ seĐtoƌ͛s approach to sustainability. As stated by Hay (2011), 
͞iŶteƌpƌetiǀists ƌestƌiĐt theiƌ eŵpiƌiĐal ĐoŶĐeƌŶs to the ŵappiŶg aŶd iŶteƌpƌetatioŶ of 
aĐtoƌs͛ ďeliefs, aŶd the loĐatioŶ of suĐh ďeliefs aŶd ŵeaŶiŶgs iŶ the ĐoŶteǆt of pƌe-
existing yet dynamic and open-eŶded tƌaditioŶs͟ ;HaǇ, ϮϬϭϭ: ϭϲϳͿ.  
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                     Figure 7 - A diagram linking the research's objective, approach, conceptual framework and 
methodology.
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3.2. Data collection and analysis methods  
This chapter provides an account of the data collection and data analysis methods used 
within each stage of the research process. To begin with, the chapter discusses in turn 
the data collection methods used for interviews, focus groups, and secondary data, in 
each case detailing the aim, approach, sample, design, and advantages and 
disadvantages of each collection method. The subsequent chapter then discusses and 
provides diagrams to illustrate the analysis methods used for each of the data sets 
collected. Lastly, the limitations of each data collection method are discussed in detail, 
before an overall reflection and summary of the research process concludes the 
chapter.  
3.2.1 Data collection methods  
This research used several data collection methods that were identified as appropriate 
to investigate perceptions of sustainability within the chosen field, and therefore to 
answer the research questions highlighted in chapter 2.4.1.  
Data was collected through sixteen semi-structured interviews, five focus groups, and 
the analysis of sector based publications and individual college and FE stakeholder 
websites. In the absence of previous studies that would normally be used to inform 
further studies such as this, much inspiration and guidance has been taken from the 
work of Wright (2010), Wright and Wilton (2012) and Wright and Horst (2013), who 
eǆploƌe hoǁ CaŶadiaŶ uŶiǀeƌsitǇ͛s pƌesideŶts aŶd faĐilities ŵaŶageƌs ĐoŶĐeptualise 
sustainability in higher education. These studies also helped to strengthen the validity 
of the study, as interview and focus group questions were adapted versions of those 
asked of Canadian university leaders. Other ways in which validity and rigour were 
ensured throughout each stage of data collection and analysis are discussed within 
each sub-chapter.  
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3.2.1.1 Semi-structured interviews  
Forming the primary method of data collection, the aim of conducting interviews was 
to investigate how leaders of FE colleges conceptualise sustainability, power for 
sustainability leadership and what they perceive demonstrates sustainability in practice 
within their institutions. As stated by Robson (2002) and Gray (2009), qualitative 
interviews are a common method chosen within flexible research designs, either as the 
sole method of data collection, or used in combination with others.  
This study used semi-structured interviews within which open questions were asked. 
The advantages and disadvantages of using open questions compared to closed or 
scaled questions are as follows: 
Advantages: 
- ͞OpeŶ eŶded Ƌuestions are flexible and allow the researcher to go into more depth or 
clear up any misunderstandings; 
- EŶaďle testiŶg of the liŵits of a ƌespoŶdeŶt͛s kŶoǁledge 
- Encourage co-operation and support 
- Allow the researcher to make a truer assessment of what the respondent really 
believes 
- CaŶ pƌoduĐe uŶeǆpeĐted aŶsǁeƌs͟ ;‘oďsoŶ, ϮϬϬϮ: ϮϳϱͿ 
Disadvantages:  
- ͞The possiďilities foƌ loss of ĐoŶtƌol ďǇ the iŶteƌǀieǁeƌ; 
- Aƌe ŵuĐh ŵoƌe diffiĐult to aŶalǇse thaŶ Đlosed ƋuestioŶs͟ ;‘oďsoŶ, ϮϬϬϮ: ϮϳϲͿ 
How the first of these disadvantages was overcome is discussed in chapter 3.2.3.2, with 
the second discussed in chapter͛s 3.2.2.3 and 3.2.3.1. 
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The approach, sample and design of interviews 
The sampling frame for this study was initially limited to individual member colleges of 
the ͚ϭϱϳ Gƌoup͛, ĐhoseŶ due to its Ƌuasi-leadership role within the sector. Access to 
this group, as well as the collective size of the group and its member colleges 
(discussed in chapter 1.5) made the group appealing as an achievable and 
representative sample size. Pre-existing knowledge of this group also played a part in 
its ĐhoiĐe as a saŵple as the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌeǀious eŵploǇeƌ ǁas a ŵeŵďeƌ Đollege of 
the 157 Group, and the Principal of this college at the time was the 157 Group Chair. 
With the suppoƌt of the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s Đollege PƌiŶĐipal, the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ ǁas giǀeŶ uŶiƋue 
access to the group, particularly the senior leaders of member colleges, who were 
personally encouraged to participate by the group Chair. 
Inviting participation  
A researĐh iŶǀitatioŶ askiŶg PƌiŶĐipal͛s to take paƌt iŶ a oŶe houƌ iŶteƌǀieǁ aďout theiƌ 
understandings of FE colleges and sustainability was distributed to member colleges by 
email through the 157 Group and was reinforced by the group Chair during a scheduled 
meeting. At the time of contact, there were twenty-nine members; of these, ten 
Principals agreed for their college to participate in the research resulting in interviews 
of seven Principals, one Vice-Principal and two Directors in round one. Six further FE 
colleges were contacted and subsequently participated within a second phase of 
interviews. As denoted by table 6, these participants comprised five Principals and one 
Vice-Principal; three of these colleges belonged to the 157 Group. In total, twelve 
intervieǁees ǁeƌe PƌiŶĐipals, tǁo ǁeƌe ViĐe PƌiŶĐipals foƌ ͚Coƌpoƌate “eƌǀiĐes͛ oƌ 
͚‘esouƌĐes͛, aŶd the ƌeŵaiŶiŶg tǁo ǁeƌe DiƌeĐtoƌs of eitheƌ ͚PhǇsiĐal ƌesouƌĐes͛ oƌ 
͚Pƌeŵises͛.  Tǁo additioŶal paƌtiĐipaŶts took paƌt iŶ a joiŶt iŶteƌǀieǁ ǁith theiƌ 
Principal (3a, ϯď, ϯĐͿ; these tǁo paƌtiĐipaŶts ǁeƌe the Đollege͛s DiƌeĐtoƌ of PƌopeƌtǇ aŶd 
Sustainability Coordinator.  
Several other Principals in the first instance nominated their senior staff in equivalent 
͚Coƌpoƌate seƌǀiĐes/ phǇsiĐal ƌesouƌĐes/ pƌeŵises͛ ƌoles; however in all cases the 
researcher reiterated the purpose of the research and the requirement of Principal 
participation. Subsequently most Principals agreed to be interviewed; in the four 
instances where they did not, Principals felt their nominated staff members would be 
better suited to answer questions within the research area.  This is relevant as it 
denotes an assumption by those Principals that sustainability/ sustainable 
deǀelopŵeŶt is ǁithiŶ the ƌeŵit of those ǁith ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ foƌ Đollege͛s pƌemises or 
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resources. In total, sixteen FE colleges participated within rounds one and two; 81% of 
participants belonged to the target 157 Group of colleges, amounting to 44% of the 
total 157 Group membership. 
# Job title 157 Group member Date of interview 
1 Principal & Chief Executive Yes 09.05.13 
2 Principal & Chief Executive Yes 19.05.13 
3a, 3b, 3c Principal & Deputy CEO, Director 
of Property, Sustainability 
coordinator 
Yes 22.05.13 
4 Acting Principal & CEO Yes 07.06.13 (telephone) 
5 Principal & Chief Executive No 17.06.13 
6 Director of Premises No 01.07.13 
7 Deputy Principal for Resources Yes 02.07.13 
8 Vice-Principal for Resources & 
Planning 
Yes 10.07.13 
9 Principal & Chief Executive Yes 16.07.13 
10 Principal & Chief Executive Yes 19.07.13 
Round two 
11 Principal No 25.10.13 
12 Chief Executive Yes 06.11.13 
13 Principal & Chief Executive No 08.11.13 
14 Group Chief Executive Yes 14.11.13 
15 Vice-Principal Corporate Services No 27.11.13 
16 Principal & Chief Executive Yes 10.12.13 (telephone) 
Table 6 - Interview participants - thirteen 157 Group members participated in the interviews, 
accounting for 81% of the sample.  
Interview schedule  
The interviews were conducted in two rounds; the first ten interviews were held May - 
July 2013, and the remaining six were conducted October - December 2013. All 
interviewees were provided (by email) with a project information sheet prior to the 
interview, a copy of which can be found in appendix one, reiterating the information 
provided in the initial research invitation. Before commencing the interviews, which 
generally took no longer than one hour, participants were asked to read through and 
sign on approval a participant consent form. The researcher also signed this form with 
each party retaining a copy for their records. The researcher explained that this form 
ǁas foƌ the pƌoteĐtioŶ of ďoth paƌties, aŶd that the paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ ƌespoŶses ǁould 
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remain confidential. The researcher also explained the purpose of using a recording 
device, and that only the researcher would be accessing and transcribing the interview 
recordings. 
As denoted in table 6, participants have been given a respondent number in order to 
assure confidentiality. However, the number of institutional members of the 157 Group 
is restricted to approximately thirty members; therefore confidentiality for thirteen of 
the participants is confined to being a member of a group rather than anonymity within 
the sector. This was made explicit when inviting participation and reiterated on the 
participant consent form. 
With the exception of two interviews that were held over the telephone, the remaining 
fourteen interviews were conducted in a face-to-face settiŶg at eaĐh paƌtiĐipaŶt͛s 
college. On each occasion, the interviews began with the researcher reminding the 
participant of the purpose of the research, and assuring them that there was no right 
or wrong answer to each of the questions. Time management during the interview was 
critical as in most cases the participant had meetings to attend immediately following 
the interview; only after conducting the first few interviews did the researcher learn 
that a maximum time limit of five minutes per question should be heeded in order for 
each of the questions to be answered. Time management was therefore introduced as 
the process evolved, rather than planned for prior to the first interview. 
Twelve questions were developed in accordance with the three core themes explored 
within the research questions: perceptions of sustainability as a concept, perceptions 
of leadership and power for sustainability, and perceptions of sustainability in practice.  
As previously stated, this study reflects the approach taken by Wright (2010) and 
Wƌight aŶd WiltoŶ ;ϮϬϭϮͿ ǁho eǆploƌe seŶioƌ HE stakeholdeƌs͛ ĐoŶĐeptualisatioŶs of 
sustainability, by using interviews in which participants were asked seven questions 
relating to sustainable development and sustainable universities. These questions 
(denoted in table 7) were adapted to an FE context and included within a wider set of 
interview questions (denoted in table 8) designed to explore in greater detail the three 
core themes under examination. As stated by Gray (2009), designing questions that 
focus on the research objectives as well as building rapport in order to explore 
paƌtiĐipaŶt͛s ƌespoŶses fuƌtheƌ aƌe otheƌ ǁaǇs that ƌigouƌ ĐaŶ ďe iŶtƌoduĐed 
throughout the interview process. 
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Within the theme of power, participants whose college belonged to the 157 Group 
were asked a question regarding the leadership of the 157 Group, and if they perceived 
it to have a sustainability leadership role within the wider FE sector. Those participants 
who did not belong to the 157 Group were asked instead if they believe sustainability 
needs to be led within the sector, and whom that leader might be.  
The purpose of these questions was to explore if there was a difference between how 
participants viewed their role as individual leaders, and as a member of a leadership 
group, and, if non-157 Group members perceived the 157 Group to have a leadership 
role for sustainability.
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1 What key issues are facing this university over the next ten years? 
2 When you hear the term sustainable development, what does this mean to you? 
3 What role, if any, do you feel universities in general should play in achieving sustainability? 
4 WheŶ Ǉou heaƌ the teƌŵ ͞sustaiŶaďle uŶiǀeƌsitǇ͟, ǁhat does this ŵeaŶ to Ǉou? 
5 What, if any, barriers do you see preventing your university engaging in sustainability 
initiatives? 
6 Do you foresee different barriers and challenges in the future? 
7 What factors do you think would drive your university to make becoming a leader in 
sustainability your top priority? 
Table 7 - Interview questions asked by Wright (2010) and Wright and Wilton (2012) 
1 What key issues face your College in the next five to ten years? 
2 When you hear the term sustainable development, what does this mean to you? 
3 When you hear the term sustainable college, what does this mean to you? 
a. Does this differ to the present day? 
4 What role, if any, do you feel colleges should play in encouraging sustainability within the 
education sector? 
5 For 157 Group participants only: what role if any do you feel the 157 Group should play in 
encouraging sustainability within the FE sector? 
6 For non-157 Group participants: do you feel that sustainability within the sector needs to 
be encouraged, and if so, by whom? 
7 What are the ideal characteristics of an organisation or group that would be effective in 
encouraging sustainability within the sector? 
8 What, if any, barriers do you see preventing your college from engaging in sustainability 
initiatives? 
a. How could these be overcome? 
9 Do you foresee different barriers and challenges emerging in the future? 
10 What would make becoming a model of sustainability a top priority for your college? 
11 By which methods do you think that sustainability is best implemented within an 
organisation? 
12 Do you have any examples of how your organisation is implementing sustainability that 
you wish to share? 
Table 8 - Interview questions asked within this study 
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3.2.1.2 Focus groups  
The aim of conducting focus groups was to gather information from middle to lower 
tiers of management within colleges in order to identify their perceptions of 
sustainability, power for sustainability leadership, and what they perceive 
demonstrates sustainability in practice within their institutions. The subsequent 
purpose of this was to identify if perceptions of these issues differed depending on 
hierarchical position within the college; do senior leaders of colleges have a different 
perception of sustainability, its leadership and practice to those working in lower 
ranks? It was felt that in order to fulfil the research objectives, further exploration of 
the key themes of perception, power and practice was required in order to enrich the 
data and provide concurrent or converse perspectives to those offered by college 
senior leaders. 
Advantages and disadvantages of focus groups  
Used in applied social research, focus groups have many advantages and disadvantages 
according to Robson (2002) and Gray (2009), the most relevant of which to this study 
are listed below: 
Advantages: 
- Focus groups can raise awareness of the research topic, and engage participants who 
otherwise hold cynicism or hostility towards the research topic  
- A relatively inexpensive, flexible and efficient method of collecting a large amount of 
qualitative data 
- Are able to reveal consistent or conflicting views within what the group considers the 
most important topics  
- Can be an enjoyable experience for the participants  
- Empower participants to offer comments in their own words, as well as being 
stimulated by thoughts and comments of others in the group. 
- Focus groups are more inclusive than questionnaires or surveys, and contributions 
can be encouraged from people who may not normally contribute or have the 
opportunity to contribute to surveys.  
 
Disadvantages:  
- To ensure equal participant contribution, only a small number of questions should be 
asked, typically fewer than ten within one hour.  
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- Considerable expertise is required to facilitate focus groups, particularly in order to 
ensure equal contribution of participants, and to avoid group dominance, conflict, and 
biased or extreme views  
- Participants may feel reluctant to contribute due to confidentiality issues within the 
group  
- The results reflect the views of the group participants only and must not be 
generalised or assumed to represent the views of the wider college population or 
sector  
How each of these disadvantages was overcome by the researcher are discussed in 
detail in chapter 3.2.3.3. 
The approach, sample and design of focus groups 
The sampling frame for focus group participation was initially limited to members of a 
consortium of colleges, based within the same county as the researcher͛s own college. 
The researcher considered this appropriate in order to mitigate some of the 
administrative issues surrounding the arrangement of interviews that were mostly 
much further afield. As the arrangement and participation of focus groups was 
dependent on more people, the researcher felt that professional links with each of 
these local colleges would ease access and enable the researcher and host college to 
secure or re-schedule arrangements if necessary. 
Ideally focus groups would have been conducted in the same colleges that had 
participated in interviews, however, due to the inherent complexities of arranging 
interviews with unknown senior members of staff and their administrators, the 
ƌeseaƌĐheƌ felt that to ask foƌ a fuƌtheƌ houƌ of the Đollege͛s tiŵe iŶǀolǀiŶg a gƌeateƌ 
number of staff would have been unsuccessful, or may have even precluded some 
colleges from interview participation. Only in one case was a focus group conducted in 
a Đollege that had also paƌtiĐipated iŶ aŶ iŶteƌǀieǁ; this Đollege ǁas the ƌeseaƌĐheƌs͛ 
employer at the time, and the researcher felt comfortable in asking colleagues to 
participate in the focus group. The limitations associated with the different sampling of 
each group are discussed in chapter 3.2.3.3. 
The researcher invited participation by telephoning or emailing contacts within five of 
the seǀeŶ ĐoŶsoƌtiuŵ͛s Đolleges. FolloǁiŶg iŶitial disĐussioŶs, ĐoŶtaĐts ǁeƌe eŵailed 
with a more formal research invitation stating the purpose of the focus groups, and 
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that participation was ideally sought from a range of business support and academic 
staff within each institution. All five initial contacts agreed to participate, but two 
eǀeŶtuallǇ deĐliŶed as a ƌesult of staffiŶg ĐhaŶges. The ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌefeƌƌed sample 
size was ideally six colleges, and over the course of six months in 2013 the researcher 
invited several other colleges within the wider region to participate. Two further 
colleges agreed to participate therefore five colleges in total participated in individual 
focus groups. One of the five colleges that took part in the focus groups also 
participated in the interviews therefore twenty individual colleges took part in these 
stages of research.  
  Academic Business support Total 
Focus group 1 3 6 9 
Focus group 2 0 6 6 
Focus group 3 0 7 7 
Focus group 4 3 7 10 
Focus group 5 3 5 8 
Table 9 - Mix of participants within each focus group 
Though the researcher requested for a range of business support and academic staff, 
participants were mostly made up of business support staff consisting of managers of 
estates and facilities and their operational staff, and some academic middle managers, 
as seen in table 9. One explanation given was that the teaching commitments of 
academic staff meant they were less flexible during working hours than business 
support staff; other feedback stated it was the perception of academic staff that 
sustainability was more relevant to their operational colleagues. The mix of 
participants desired was not achieved which therefore impacted on the heterogeneity 
of the group, however, though there were several participants who held the same 
positions within their colleges, and all participants were employed within colleges at 
the time, most participants held different positions and had come from different 
professional backgrounds. In some cases, participants gave examples of methods or 
procedures used by their previous employer and compared them (positively and 
negatively) to methods used by their current employer.   
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Focus group schedules  
The focus groups were conducted at each participating college and were held 
November 2013 – April 2014. Before commencing the focus groups, which generally 
took no longer than one hour, participants were handed a consent form, which, along 
with the use of a recording device was explained verbally. Participants were asked to 
sign their forms before the focus groups began. The researcher signed each form with 
each party retaining a copy for their records. 
At the start of each focus group, the researcher reminded the room of the purpose of 
the research, assuring participants that there was no right or wrong answer to each of 
the questions. As each focus group had at least six participants, the researcher stated 
that it was important that when responding, participants did not speak over each 
other. The researcher also stated that it was not compulsory for each participant to 
respond to each question, and that if it became evident all responses had been given, 
the questions would move on. It was also stated that a maximum of ten minutes ideally 
should be allowed for answering each question. 
Having learned much about time keeping during the interview process, the researcher 
found it easier to keep to time by moving onto the next question when a natural gap in 
conversation became available. If one did not become available, the researcher politely 
signalled to the person speaking that the focus group needed to progress. 
1 What is the first thing you think of when you hear the word sustainability? 
2 Can you think of an organisation that behaves in a sustainable way? 
a. Can you reflect on what information your perception is based upon? 
3 What are your thoughts on sustainability as a priority for this college? 
4 Can you discuss in what ways you believe the college contributes to sustainability? 
5 What barriers do you see preventing the college from engaging with sustainability? 
6 What are your thoughts on how the college could be more sustainable? 
Table 10 - Questions asked during each focus group 
The questions asked during each focus group (denoted in table 10) were largely based 
on those asked during interviews, exploring the themes of perception, power and 
practice of sustainability. However, questions 2) and 2a) were asked in order to build 
upon question 1) by further investigating perceptions of sustainability, what constitutes 
sustainable behaviour and how participants became aware of such behaviours. Though 
answers to these questions could potentially deviate from the primary purpose of 
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answeriŶg the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh oďjeĐtiǀes, the ƋuestioŶs did Ŷot pƌeĐlude paƌtiĐipaŶts 
using a college or colleges within their answers. The use (or not) of colleges within 
these answers would act as supplementary evidence to subsequent questions. These 
slightly broader questions were also informed by the potential role the education 
sector has in being a sustainability leader, as discussed within chapters 2.2 and 2.3, 
therefore if participants did not offer examples of colleges or universities as 
organisations that behave sustainably and all answers pertained to sectors, 
organisations or industries outside the education sector, this could indicate a 
perception issue regarding the role of education and its perceived contribution to 
sustainable development. 
3.2.1.3 Content analysis  
The aim of conducting content analysis of college websites and sector based 
sustainability publications was to investigate the key characteristics of publicly 
available information displayed by colleges or made available on their websites, and 
the information available to colleges on sustainability provided by the organisations 
tasked with leading the sector because as stated by Scott and Gough (2004: 243), 
͞uŶiǀeƌsities͛ ǁeďsites ƌepƌeseŶt the ǀieǁ theǇ ǁaŶt the ǁoƌld to haǀe of theŵ͟. 
As discussed in chapter 4.4 and demonstrated within appendix four, sector 
sustainability targets set by BIS, the LSC and LSIS have become redundant without 
succession, and there is a continued absence of sustainability declarations (such as 
those available to HE) available to or participation expected of FE organisations. 
Therefore the purpose of this exercise is to determine if and how colleges publicly 
communicate sustainability, and if the key characteristics of such communication 
reflect the sustainability approach indicated by participants of focus groups and 
interviews. Though discussing HE, Scott and Gough (2004) state that sectors do not 
operate independently of what is happening, or what is possible across the sector 
within individual institutions. Therefore, what is happening within individual 
institutions affects, and is affected by what is taking place across the sector. The 
purpose of analysing websites and sector publications is to determine the nature and 
presence of patterns regarding a college͛s ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ of sustaiŶaďilitǇ, aŶd if this is 
reflective of a wider management approach taken by the sector.  
The rationale and methods used by this study have taken inspiration from Selby et al 
(2009), who gathered and analysed the content of websites, online prospectuses, and 
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marketing materials to corroborate and augment information and themes derived from 
the other methods of data collection such as interviews and focus groups. It also drew 
inspiration from Karatzoglou (2013) who performed content analysis of selected peer-
reviewed journal articles in order to identify conceptual patterns within existing 
research, and Scott and Gough (2004), who conducted a brief survey of 18 UK 
universities͛ websites for the key characteristics attached to search teƌŵs ͚sustaiŶaďle 
deǀelopŵeŶt͛ aŶd ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛, ǁhiĐh ǁeƌe sought ďǇ usiŶg the ǁeďsites iŶteƌŶal 
search engines. 
The advantages and disadvantages of content analysis  
Content analysis is an unobtrusive and cost effective method of data analysis allowing 
the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ to ͚oďseƌǀe͛ ǁithout ďeiŶg ͚oďseƌǀed͛ ;Baďďie, ϭϵϵϮ; ‘oďsoŶ, ϮϬϬϮ; 
Gray, 2009). Essentially it involves the researcher inferring meaning from textual data 
by identifying its characteristics (Gray, 2009) such as counting and comparing key 
words or content (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005), and is particularly useful for the further 
development of a concept that may have been identified through other analytical 
approaches (Lindkvist, 1981). While this is a key strength, it also compounds an 
inherent limitation of content analysis, (and also this study as a whole) whereby 
͞ƌeseaƌĐheƌs ŵaǇ appƌoaĐh the data ǁith aŶ iŶfoƌŵed ďut, ŶoŶetheless, stƌoŶg ďias. 
Hence, researchers might be more likely to find evidence that is supportive rather than 
non-suppoƌtiǀe of a theoƌǇ͟ ;Hsieh aŶd “haŶŶoŶ, ϮϬϬϱ: ϭϮϴϯͿ.  
The reliability of content analysis is assisted greatly when the analysed content is in a 
permanent form and can be subject to a repeat analysis (Robson, 2002); in this study, 
the majority of online material being analysed using this method will be subject to 
periodic review and is therefore not permanent, however other data sources such as 
the published AoC material are in a permanent form, though no longer publicly 
available. A further disadvantage of content analysis, particularly summative content 
analysis is the potential for the broader meanings of the data being lost as a result of 
honing in on the use of specific words (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005); while this could be 
countered by the researcher checking the meaning of the content with its author, it 
would present a challenge in this study as the content is anonymously published, and 
its verification would be reliant on the staff member responsible being available or 
wiling to comment.   
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How the researcher attempted to overcome each of these issues is discussed in 
chapter 3.2.3.4. 
The sampling of information  
The ǁeďsites of the tǁeŶtǇ Đolleges that paƌtiĐipated iŶ this studǇ͛s iŶteƌǀieǁs aŶd 
focus groups were analysed for common themes on the communication of 
sustainability.  
Weďsites ďeloŶgiŶg to the ϭϱϳ Gƌoup aŶd the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s spoŶsoƌiŶg depaƌtŵeŶts of 
the FE sector – The Department for Education (DfE), The Department for Business, 
Innovation and Skills (BIS), The Education Funding Agency (EFA), The Skills Funding 
Agency (SFA), and the Education Training Foundation (ETF) were searched. In addition 
to the existing AoC sustainability webpage which was also searched, key themes 
contained within three printed copies of AoC guidance documents published in 2007 – 
2008 but that are no longer available on the AoC website were also examined. Though 
no longer publicly available, these documents were available for scrutiny as a result of 
the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌofessioŶal eǆpeƌieŶĐe, haǀiŶg pƌeǀiouslǇ ƌefeƌƌed to them for 
professional use. 
In total, twenty-six individual websites and relevant documents contained therein, and 
three sector-based publications were examined within this phase of research. This 
research was carried out subsequent to the interviews and focus groups to ensure that 
the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ did Ŷot haǀe pƌeĐoŶĐeptioŶs of the Đollege͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ appƌoaĐh 
(except in the small number of cases where the college was already known to the 
researcher) based on the results of content analysis. 
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The collection of information  
The analysis of interviews and focus groups followed a Grounded Theory (GT) inductive 
process that allowed themes to emerge from the data as it was analysed. Content 
analysis on the other hand is deductive in nature, where coding criteria must be 
defined before data is analysed and is often derived from theoretical models (Flick, 
2006). To combat restrictions to inductive coding that pre-coding presents, a 
summative content analysis approach was used in this study. Summative analysis, as 
denoted by table 11, is both inductive and deductive allowing for the derivation of 
codes from data as analysis progresses, as well as those identified beforehand 
informed by literature (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). The keywords identified and used 
for the analysis of websites and documents are described in combination with the 
analysis process in chapter 3.2.2.5. 
Type of content 
analysis 
Study starts with Timing of defining codes 
or keywords 
Sources of codes or 
keywords 
Conventional content 
analysis 
Observation Codes are defined during 
data analysis 
Codes are derived 
from data 
Directed content 
analysis 
Theory Codes are defined before 
and during data analysis 
Codes are derived 
from theory or 
relevant research 
findings 
Summative content 
analysis 
Keywords Keywords are identified 
before and during data 
analysis 
Keywords are derived 
from interest of 
researchers or review 
of literature 
Table 11 - Major coding differences among three approaches to content analysis (adapted 
from Hsieh and Shannon, 2005: 1286). 
A summative approach is also an unobtrusive method of studying the phenomenon of 
interest and provides insight into how words are used (Babbie, 1992). Summative 
analysis identifies particular words or content of text for the purposes of understanding 
its contextual use (Hsieh and Shannon, 2005); in this study, website information is 
analysed to identify common themes of how colleges and other FE stakeholders 
communicate sustainability. On the one hand, it is difficult to unpick the biases and 
assess causal relationships introduced by using the selected website and document 
content because they have been written for purposes unrelated to this study (Robson, 
2002; Gray, 2009); however because the content (or absence of) is a reflection of the 
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phenomena being investigated, its latent properties are equally as important to the 
analysis as the manifest items – i.e. where manifest items are physically present (such 
as a particular word), and latent content is inferred or deducted by interpretation only 
(Robson, 2002; Hsieh and Shannon, 2005). This further justifies the use of a summative 
analysis process, which allows for deducted and inductive coding.  
The ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌofessioŶal eǆpeƌieŶĐe of the seĐtoƌ assisted gƌeatlǇ iŶ the location 
and navigation of all websites examined as many colleges follow similar patterns when 
sharing information on their websites. Having visited all websites for professional 
purposes or interest, the researcher was able to locate information much more quickly, 
or could make contact with the relevant person in order to request signposting to the 
information if publicly available. 
Using the search criteria  
Where a search function existed, websites were searched using the terms 
͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛, ͚sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt͛, oƌ ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ oƌ ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal͛. All 
four search terms were used for each website to ensure accuracy and data saturation; 
iŶ soŵe Đases, usiŶg the seaƌĐh teƌŵ ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ did Ŷot Ǉield aŶǇ ƌesults, hoǁeǀeƌ 
the search terŵ ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ oƌ ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal͛ did. “iŶĐe Ŷot all ǁeďsites had aŶ 
internal search function, a manual search of likely sub-pages, such as corporate 
iŶfoƌŵatioŶ pages, ͚Aďout us͛ seĐtioŶs, oƌ aŶŶual aŶd stƌategiĐ ƌepoƌts ǁeƌe 
conducted. As the study progressed, the researcher determined that to ensure 
ĐoŵpleteŶess, these ͚likelǇ͛ suď-pages and annual/ strategic reports contained within 
all websites should be investigated irrespectively of the success of using search terms. 
In a very small number of cases, this yielded some information when using search 
terms had not. 
Each individual search item generated from the initial search was followed for further 
sĐƌutiŶǇ aŶd aŶalǇsis of ĐoŵŵoŶ theŵes. IŶ ŵaŶǇ of the iŶdiǀidual Đolleges͛ Đases, 
searches led to either a sepaƌate ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁeďpage͛, ĐoŶtaiŶiŶg ƌeleǀaŶt 
documents such as Green Travel Plans, environmental policy statements, and in a small 
number of cases, annual sustainability reports.  
All other organisational websites were searched using the same method as individual 
Đolleges. EaĐh of these had aŶ iŶteƌŶal seaƌĐh fuŶĐtioŶ aŶd iŶ DfE͛s Đase, ŵaŶǇ 
thousands of search items were generated, which in the vast majority of cases referred 
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to iteŵs ĐoŶtaiŶiŶg the liteƌal use of the teƌŵ ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ - foƌ eǆaŵple, ͚An analysis 
of the sustaiŶaďilitǇ of the puďliĐ fiŶaŶĐes͛. Search items were filtered according to 
those government departments with stewardship of FE, namely BIS, the EFA and SFA, 
though these individual websites were in their own right examined.  
Once the location of website information had been noted, to assist analysis, all website 
material was compiled through copying and pasting into a separate MS word 
document. Similarly, relevant documents embedded within the examined websites 
were downloaded and printed off in order to assist the analysis process. 
The limitations presented by using such search terms are detailed in chapter 3.2.3.4. 
3.2.2 Data analysis methods: the analysis of interview and focus group data  
This sub-chapter introduces GƌouŶded TheoƌǇ ;GTͿ as this studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh 
methodology, providing an explanation of how it has been applied to the analysis of 
interview and focus group data. The chapter begins with an introduction of GT, its two 
main schools of thought and how theoretical sensitivity was applied in this study. Its 
application to the analysis of interview and focus group data is then discussed in detail. 
A subsidiary qualitative analysis method, content analysis, was used as a deductive 
methodology to examine the information more formally presented on college websites 
and sector publications that are not known of beyond the sector. The application of 
this different analysis method is explained in detail at the end of the chapter.  
3.2.2.1 Grounded theory  
Grounded Theory is a commonly used qualitative, inductive and flexible research 
approach, heavily influenced by symbolic interactionism and interpretivism, that seeks 
to develop theoretical ideas based on the emergence of themes or phenomena arising 
from empirical data, rather than using data to verify a pre-existing hypothesis 
(Robrecht, 1995; Crotty, 1998; Robson, 2002; Walker and Myrick, 2006; Wasserman et 
al, 2009; Gray, 2009). It is suitable as a methodological framework if the aim of the 
study is to learn about iŶdiǀiduals͛ peƌĐeptioŶs, aŶd ƌatheƌ thaŶ siŵplǇ usiŶg the data 
to describe what is happening, it can be used to understand the process by which it is 
happening. In this respect, it is particularly useful when applied to social problems or 
situations to which people must adapt (Corbin and Strauss, 2008). As already discussed, 
nothing more urgently requires humans to adapt their behaviours, culture and values 
thaŶ sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt, hoǁeǀeƌ, ďefoƌe the seĐtoƌ͛s pƌopeŶsitǇ oƌ ǁilliŶgŶess 
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to change can be investigated, this study is seeking first to understand the 
conceptualisations of sustainability held by those responsible for leading the sector. 
FouŶded ďǇ AŶselŵ “tƌauss aŶd BaƌŶeǇ Glaseƌ iŶ the ϭϵϲϬ͛s, GT iŶtegƌates the depth 
and richness provided by qualitative data and the logical, rigorous and systematic 
analytical process favoured by quantitative disciplines (Walker and Myrick, 2006). It is 
ďeiŶg used as the pƌiŶĐipal desigŶ foƌ this studǇ͛s ŵethodologǇ, ǁhiĐh as defiŶed ďǇ 
CƌottǇ ;ϭϵϵϴ:ϯͿ is: ͞the strategy, plan of action, process or design lying behind the 
choice and use of particular methods and linking the choice and use of methods to the 
desiƌed outĐoŵes͟. A ŵethodologǇ also ƌefleĐts the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s oŶtologiĐal aŶd 
epistemological assumptions (Grix, 2002); GT has clear resonance with the 
constructivist and interpretive philosophies upon which this study is founded.  
Grounded theory identifies themes contained within the data that are used to generate 
an overarching theory. Locating the central theory held within the data is achieved 
through the use of theoretical coding. As described by Walker and Myrick (2006: 549), 
ĐodiŶg is ͞an iterative, inductive, yet reductive process that organises data, from which 
the researcher can then construct theŵes, esseŶĐes, desĐƌiptioŶs aŶd theoƌies͟. During 
data analysis, key themes contained within the data, for example, interview transcripts, 
are highlighted by codes which are constantly compared against each other and 
distilled into a smaller number of abstƌaĐt Đategoƌies ǁhiĐh ͞ǁeaǀe the fƌaĐtuƌed stoƌǇ 
ďaĐk togetheƌ agaiŶ͟ (Walker and Myrick, 2006: 556) to form the basis of a theory 
(Pidgeon and Henwood, 1996; Robson, 2002). Rather than a formal theory, which is 
more abstract for the application to a wider range of problems, Charmaz (2006) states 
that most grounded theories are substantive theories as they focus on particular 
problems in a specific, substantive area. Indeed, it is the intention of this study to form 
a substantive theory based on the perceptions of sustainability by FE leadership. 
Glaserian or Straussian?  
How the coding process is carried out depends on whether the researcher uses a 
Glaserian or Straussian approach. Glaser advocates the use of two sub-phases of 
coding- substantive and theoretical- where substantive coding involves open coding 
and selective coding which together use constant comparison process to produce 
categories and their properties (Walker and Myrick, 2006). The subsequent theoretical 
coding phase is the conceptual process of linking substantive codes to produce a 
theory. 
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Strauss on the other hand favours a three-phase approach using open, axial and 
selective coding, a method which some believe to be too constrictive as it places 
emphasis on looking for data, rather than looking at the data itself (Robrecht, 1995). 
While Straussian GT is more suited to constructivist ontology (Charmaz, 2006), the 
analysis process itself is less intuitive than the Glaserian substantive coding process, yet 
despite this, the Glaserian process is more embedded within a positivist paradigm 
believing that theory should be built entirely from observation, seeking out the 
objective truth within the data without any preconceived ideas or theories held by the 
researcher. As stated by Glaser, GT is removed from routine perceptions or perception 
of otheƌs ͞siŶĐe theƌe is alǁaǇs a peƌĐeptioŶ of a peƌĐeptioŶ͟ ;Glaseƌ, ϮϬϬϮ: ϲͿ.  
Whether using a Glaserian or Straussian method however, the coding and categorising 
are still in the hands of the individual researcher (Wasserman et al, 2009), therefore 
while analysis should commence without prior assumptions of what the data may hold, 
all GT theorists will embark on the study with a theoretical position and knowledge of 
the area under scrutiny (Gray, 2009). With this iŶ ŵiŶd, the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌioƌ 
experience and knowledge of the sector were embraced for use within the 
construction of theory, rather than trying to ignore or forget what was already known. 
While this is ŵoƌe ƌesoŶaŶt ǁith “tƌauss͛ iteƌatioŶ ǁho states that it is likely or should 
even be expected that the researcher will focus on different aspects of the data 
depending on their background, beliefs and values (Charmaz, 2006), this study followed 
a Glaserian coding technique but from an interpretivist standpoint. This relates the GT 
ŵethodologǇ used to the studǇ͛s theoƌetiĐal peƌspeĐtiǀe of sǇŵďoliĐ iŶteƌaĐtioŶisŵ, 
and the dual role performed by the researcher and research participants to construct 
the data. Not only will the researcher and research participants have held 
interpretations of sustainability based on their experience of the topic, but also these 
may have been subsequently revised due to their participation in this research, 
potentially leading to some unexpected research outcomes.  
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3.2.2.2 Theoretical sensitivity  
The challenge of working with qualitative data is to organise and reduce the multiple 
meanings implicit within the words and language used by the research participant 
;Walkeƌ aŶd MǇƌiĐk, ϮϬϬϲͿ. This is ĐeŶtƌal to ŵaiŶtaiŶiŶg ͚theoƌetiĐal seŶsitiǀitǇ͛, ǁhiĐh 
is the ƌeseaƌĐheƌs͛ aďilitǇ to geŶeƌate aŶd ƌelate to ĐoŶĐepts eŵeƌgiŶg fƌoŵ the data 
(Glaser, 2002), and to be mindful of subtleties of meaning, separating those that are 
relevant from those that are not (Strauss and Corbin, 1998).   
While Glaser and Strauss agree on the importance of theoretical sensitivity, they differ 
in how this is achieved. Glaser believes simply that complete immersion in the data is 
the oŶlǇ ŵethod ďǇ ǁhiĐh the data ĐaŶ ͚speak͛, ǁheƌeas ǁithiŶ the “tƌaussian method, 
the researcher is required to step back from the data and its analysis, and to ask 
questions of the data and consider its relevance to the emerging picture (Walker and 
Myrick, 2006; Gray, 2009). Another method of assisting theoretical sensitivity is to 
iteratively collect and analysis of data out of sequence, which can then guide further 
data collection until thematic saturation is reached (Wasserman et al, 2009). Due to the 
restrictions surrounding the collection of interview and focus group data, this study 
followed a more rigid approach whereby the majority of empirical data was collected 
before formal analysis began. However there was sufficient time within interview and 
focus group schedules to allow some reflection of the questions asked and to allow the 
researcher to begin constructing memos based on initial thoughts as they transpired. 
After completing the analysis of interviews and focus groups, the initial sampling of the 
secondary data to be analysed was altered based on the emergence of analytical 
themes. For example, the researcher felt it was also relevant to examine the location of 
sustainability data held on college websites as well as the specific content. This was 
based on the emergence of a common conception of sustainability being an agenda 
mainly suited to operational roles within the college. As well as the analytical process 
itself, theoretical sensitivity was sought by using further methods as summarised by 
Gray (2009: 512):  
 ͞The liteƌatuƌe, ǁhiĐh helps highlight issues and what might be important and 
unimportant 
 The professional experience of the researcher, showing what is important in 
the field of the research chosen, and how things work, allowing events to be 
more clearly understood and interpreted 
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 Personal experience, including experience in research, which can facilitate the 
ŵakiŶg of ĐoŵpaƌisoŶs͟. 
Like any research methodology, the use of GT has limitations, notably its complexity 
and the time involved in the memo writing and coding processes. Though software 
such as NViVO is available to help with data sorting and analysis process, after trialling 
its use early on in data analysis, the researcher felt that more time would be taken in 
becoming familiar with the software that could be better utilised within a manual 
analysis technique. This was greatly assisted by the fact the researcher had transcribed 
each of the interview and focus group transcripts herself, during which a memo-writing 
process was established. A candid reflection on the limitations surrounding the 
reseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌaĐtitioŶeƌ eǆpeƌieŶĐe of the seĐtoƌ is pƌoǀided iŶ Đhapteƌ 3.2.3.2, 
however it is appropriate to also note that this experience may have exacerbated 
criticisms of GT being an unfavourably subjective process, heavily dependent on the 
researcher͛s disĐeƌŶiŶg aďilitǇ to ĐoŶĐeptualise, as opposed to siŵplǇ desĐƌiďiŶg, 
emergent themes (Glaser, 2002:3). Other common criticisms of GT include, but are not 
limited to, the flexibility of the method being used within studies that lack 
methodological rigour (Bryant, 2002), and inaccurately labelling a methodology as GT 
when in fact, other methodologies such as ethnography have been used (Stern, 1994). 
How GT and the rigour of this methodology were applied to the analysis of this study is 
detailed in the next chapter. 
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3.2.2.3 The application of Grounded Theory: data analysis of interviews and focus 
groups  
Though the data analysis process should be well defined, starting with a basic 
description, evolving into conceptual ordering and then theorising (Patton, 2002), 
“tƌauss aŶd CoƌďiŶ stated, ͞“oŵetiŵes oŶe has to use ĐoŵŵoŶ seŶse aŶd Ŷot get 
caught up in worrying about what is the right or wrong way. The important thing is to 
tƌust oŶeself aŶd the pƌoĐess͟ ;“tƌauss aŶd CoƌďiŶ, ϭϵϵϴ: ϮϵϱͿ. This ǁas iŶdeed the 
approach used by this study whereby analysis began simply by reading and re-reading 
interview and focus group transcripts (which were transcribed by the researcher) and 
sector publications. To achieve familiarity and complete immersion in the data to the 
point where patterns were beginning to emerge, a Glaserian analytical process was 
followed as denoted in figure 8. Each stage of this process will now be explained in 
greater detail.  
 
Figure 8 - Diagrammatic representation of the Glaserian coding process used within this study, 
as described by Glaser, 2002 and Walker and Myrick, 2006. 
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Step 1 – Open coding  
The purpose of open coding is to disaggregate the data into smaller units to identify 
initial themes or concepts important to the research participant, and not formulated 
based on the pre-conceived ideas of the researcher (Robson, 2002; Walker and Myrick, 
2006; Gray, 2009). Glaser (2002) advocates a line-by-line scrutiny of the (interview) 
data aŶd attaĐhŵeŶt of ĐoŶĐeptual laďels, ďased oŶ the ƌeseaƌĐh paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ oǁŶ 
ǁoƌds, also kŶoǁŶ as aŶ ͚iŶ ǀiǀo͛ Đode. It is important that coding generates the 
abstract concepts contained within the data rather than it just being a method by 
which to extensively describe the properties of a category (Glaser, 2002; Charmaz, 
ϮϬϬϲͿ; iŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, ͞gƌouŶded theoƌǇ should Ŷot desĐƌiďe the ǁhole uŶit [of data], 
just a Đoƌe pƌoĐess ǁithiŶ it͟ ;Glaseƌ, ϮϬϬϮ: ϵͿ.   
To assist with the navigation of the analysis itself, Gray (2009) suggests that the data is 
asked a consistent set of questions, keeping in mind the original objectives of the 
research, though to be prepared for unanticipated results or theoretical positions to 
emerge. Keeping a theoretical account through the use of memos is also an important 
part of the Glaserian analysis process as ideas, new perspectives or emergent concepts 
may develop rapidly and could quickly be forgotten (Walker and Myrick, 2006; Gray, 
2009; Wasserman et al, 2009). Keeping memos and being clear about the purpose of 
the research was how the researcher attempted to overcome the difficulty that can be 
associated with the analysis of open questions as mentioned earlier by Robson (2002). 
Closed ƋuestioŶs ǁith ͚Ǉes͛ oƌ ͚Ŷo͛ aŶsǁeƌs ŵaǇ have been more appropriate for 
studies examining sustainability within sectors or organisations who had a clearer or 
more well researched attitude towards sustainability. Though the terminology itself is 
open to interpretation and therefore asking open questions could have exacerbated 
interpretational issues, it was felt a more appropriate strategy to take in order to 
understand how the term is conceptualised within an under researched sector. 
Memos were used throughout the substantive coding process within this study. This 
process began with the researcher manually transcribing interview and focus group 
recordings in order to become familiar with the data. This assisted and informed the 
subsequent analysis procedure whereby interview and focus group data were analysed 
with pen and paper, without the aid of computer software such as NViVO. Interview 
responses were analysed several months ahead of focus group transcripts. 
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Following the Glaserian coding method, the open coding analysis of transcripts began 
using a line-by-line process where common words and phrases were highlighted as 
they appeared. This line-by-line examination of individual and grouped transcripts was 
assisted by the use of memos, diagrams and a quantitative analysis record using MS 
Excel, as denoted by figures 9 and 10. Additional notes were made alongside many 
responses where an initial reflection of the response as a whole, pertinent links with 
related literature, and prompts for further analysis were felt necessary to be 
highlighted. This method was used for both interviews and focus group transcripts, 
hoǁeǀeƌ iŶ the Đase of the latteƌ, diffeƌeŶt paƌtiĐipaŶt͛s ƌespoŶses ǁeƌe kept sepaƌate 
from one another to ensure that potentially different perspectives were clearly defined 
to avoid analysis confusion.  
Step 2 - Selective coding  
The next stage of substantive coding is the comparison of the similarities and 
differences of recurring incidents to produce a core category that links them all 
together; this was carried out for every in-vivo code until it was clear that conceptual 
saturation had been reached. Through theoretical coding, the resultant smaller number 
selective codes representing the main narrative held by the data should be united into 
the highest conceptual level to form a substantive theory (Glaser, 2002). Open coding 
and selective coding analysis were carried out for each individual interview transcript, 
however to provide a different analysis perspective, particularly as the purpose of the 
study was to examine the common perception of sustainability held by FE leaders, 
individual interview transcripts were then segregated into new documents specific to 
each interview question. For interviews, this resulted in thirteen separate documents 
(taking into account sub-question 8a); for focus groups, this resulted in seven separate 
documents, (taking into account sub-question 2a). For both the initial and secondary 
transcript groupings, individual participant responses were broken down into smaller 
parts, typically a paragraph long, depending on the overall length of the response. 
Most responses were up to half a page long; however there were a small number of 
cases where responses were only a sentence long, and in other cases, up to two pages 
long. The analysis process for focus groups was essentially the same whereby each 
focus group transcript was read through as a whole, before answers to each question 
were segregated into individual documents for an alternative analysis perspective. 
As selective coding progressed, the researcher compiled and added detail and further 
thoughts alongside a preliminary corresponding open code in a separate handwritten 
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memo document for each question. Acting as analysis aids, the frequency of commonly 
used words and terms were quantitatively recorded in a spreadsheet, and relationship 
diagrams between emerging selective codes were hand drawn and edited as the 
analysis unfolded, but neither were used in the final analysis or discussion. 
Representing step two denoted by figure 10, memos, diagrams and quantitative 
analysis assisted with the selective coding process, which grouped open codes that 
shared properties into a fewer number of focused codes. These were then typed into 
an individual account for each transcript and question. Each individual account was 
distilled into key categories relating to the themes interrogated by the research 
questions, namely perceptions of terminology, perceptions of power and perceptions 
of practice. This distilled account formed the basis of step three as shown in figure 11, 
whereby a detailed theoretical account of the notable results to emerge from 
interviews and focus groups was developed. These results are discussed at length in 
chapter 4, and their relevance to the conceptual framework and literature is discussed 
in detail in chapter 5.  
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Figure 9 - example of an individual and group interview transcript following open coding 
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Figure 10 – Example of a memo and diagram relating to the open coding of a transcript, and an example of the quantitative analysis of several questions 
using MS Excel. 
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Figure 11 – An example of an individual account where open codes were distilled into selective codes, subsequently informing the theoretical coding 
process.
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3.2.2.4 The analysis of college websites and publications  
The analysis of websites and publications followed a method of content analysis rather 
thaŶ GƌouŶded TheoƌǇ, ǁhiĐh ƌatheƌ thaŶ lettiŶg the data ͚speak͛ iŶstead asked ǀeƌǇ 
specific questions of the data. This method advocated by Robson (2002), relies upon 
the researcher having a specific set of criteria or indicators against which categories 
within the data will be organised.  
These criteria against which each of the twenty college websites and relevant content 
were searched are as follows: 
Manifest items:  
 What information is publicly available? 
 Is there a separate webpage/ website? Or is it included as part of other website 
information? 
 How accessible is this from the website home page? 
 The properties of such information;  
o Its location 
o The amount of information 
o Does a specific staff member endorse the information, and if so, what 
is their role? 
o Are policies or operational documents dated and signed? 
o Were links to further information provided and active? 
  
 
Latent information:  
 What are the main themes present in the data? 
 What is the first piece of information used, and does it relate to internal or 
external activities? 
 What college facet does the information relate to, for example, does it focus on 
curriculum or operational matters, or both equally? 
 What is the nature of the information relating to curriculum and operational 
initiatives?   
 What is the nature of language used regarding initiatives – is it suggestive of a 
long or short-term project, or does it state specifically the length of the 
project?  
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 How the information could be summarised: does it address economic, social 
and environmental sustainability?  
As the fiƌst stage of seaƌĐhiŶg foƌ ͚ŵaŶifest͛ iteŵs, eaĐh of the tǁeŶtǇ Đollege ǁeďsites 
was explored for usage of the search terms – ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛, ͚sustaiŶaďle 
deǀelopŵeŶt͛, ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛, aŶd ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal͛.  
Links to returned search items were then followed, with the location and number of 
͚ĐliĐks͛ fƌoŵ the hoŵepage ĐouŶted. This ǁas felt ƌeleǀaŶt as aŶ eŵeƌgeŶt theŵe fƌoŵ 
conducting interviews and focus groups suggested that sustainability and its 
communication was the responsibility of operational roles, such as Estates and 
Facilities functions. It was also felt appropriate that the ease of access to returned 
search items was recorded as many senior leaders had expressed that sustainability 
was a college priority along with otheƌ ͚iŶitiatiǀes͛ suĐh as eƋualitǇ aŶd diǀeƌsitǇ aŶd 
health and safety. Websites were therefore searched to corroborate such statements.  
Recording the location of sustainability information allowed inferences to be made as 
to the implied ownership and perceived importance of sustainability, for example, does 
it sit within a curriculum or operational webpage? Were there direct and easily 
navigated links to sustainability information highlighted on the website homepage? As 
a comparison, the ease of access to other issues cited as important to the college such 
as equality and diversity and health and safety, were also recorded. Ease of access of 
iŶfoƌŵatioŶ ǁas ƌeĐoƌded ďǇ ĐouŶtiŶg the Ŷuŵďeƌ of ͚ĐliĐks͛ ƌeƋuiƌed to aĐĐess 
sustainability information (where it existed), from the website homepage. Only the 
qualitative inference of this information contributed to the analysis and subsequent 
discussion chapters. How this information was initially recorded can be seen in 
appendix five. 
The next stage of analysis returned to the nature of information, and whether the 
college had provided a dedicated means to communicate sustainability, either through 
a separate webpage within the website, or a separate website linked from the college 
website. In those cases where sustainability information formed part of other 
communications, such as through annual reports, or corporate information pages, 
ƌesults ǁeƌe ƌeĐoƌded as ͚ŶothiŶg dediĐated͛. The aǀailaďilitǇ of iŶfoƌŵatioŶ ǁas 
ƌeĐoƌded as oŶe of the folloǁiŶg Đategoƌies: ͚ŶothiŶg dediĐated͛, ͚dediĐated ǁeďpage͛, 
͚dediĐated ǁeďsite͛, ͚poliĐǇ doĐuŵeŶts oŶlǇ͛, ͚ŶothiŶg puďliĐlǇ aǀailaďle͛.  
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Further properties of this information were then analysed, including the amount of 
information (does it amount to paragraphs and external website links, or was there a 
large amount of written information), and if the information was endorsed by a 
member of staff (and what their role was, if specified). Other properties such as 
whether policy documents were signed and dated were felt relevant to record, as its 
perceived importance could be inferred depending on the results. I.e. if a policy 
document was not signed, this could denote that nobody was held accountable to its 
implementation. If signed but undated, this could imply that the policy was not subject 
to periodic reviews. If signed, dated and with a review date, this conversely would 
imply that its implementation was being actively managed. 
External or internal links to other webpages on the college website where provided, 
were also checked to determine if the links were still active, as well as the nature of 
information being linked to. If links were broken or inactive, this could suggest that the 
webpage or information was not regularly checked or maintained. The analysis of 
latent properties was informed by sustainability within higher education literature 
(such as the difference between and relevance of education for, and education about 
sustaiŶaďilitǇͿ aŶd the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌofessioŶal eǆpeƌieŶĐe of seĐtoƌ teƌŵiŶologǇ, 
which could be used to identify the further analysis of categories. For example, the 
vocational or academic nature of curriculum areas as well as a foundational knowledge 
of eaĐh aƌea͛s ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ ĐoŶteŶt, oƌ the pƌedispositioŶ of iŶitiatiǀes toǁaƌds eitheƌ aŶ 
academic or business support area.  
Reflecting the broader purpose of the study, it was not the object of the analysis to 
gauge suĐĐess; ƌatheƌ, the studǇ͛s puƌpose ǁas to ideŶtifǇ the pƌopeƌties aŶd 
characteristics of common themes used by colleges to communicate their sustainability 
appƌoaĐh. “uppoƌtiŶg the use of the TMF as the studǇ͛s ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk, these 
would then be dovetailed into the broader conceptual themes to emerge from 
iŶteƌǀieǁs aŶd foĐus, theƌefoƌe ĐoŶtƌiďutiŶg to the ͚ŵappiŶg͛ of the seĐtoƌ͛s 
management approach towards sustainability. 
Where dedicated information regarding sustainability existed, its latent properties 
were analysed firstly by recording the theme of the headline piece of information used, 
i.e. what information was used to set the tone, for example, was it carbon based or 
specifically refer to the environment? The internal or external (or equally both) focus of 
ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶs ǁas theŶ ƌeĐoƌded. Foƌ eǆaŵple, aŶ eǆteƌŶal foĐus of the Đollege͛s 
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role to the community, or its students to global sustainability issues, may suggest an 
uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the Đollege͛s soĐial ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ to sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt. If 
information focussed on internal measures taken by the college as a contribution to 
sustainability, this may be suggestive of sustainability being viewed more operationally. 
These views would then be subsequently altered if necessary as further latent 
properties emerged, for example, did a college begin by discussing external matters, 
but later gave only examples of internally focussed operational initiatives? The 
converse situation may also apply. 
Information was then analysed like interview and focus group transcripts using a 
grounded method to determine the focus of the information and examples (where 
given), and to which area of the college they applied. Data was analysed against three 
categories – perceptions of sustainability, the key themes to emerge from the body of 
text, and if the text explicitly or implicitly stated where the power or responsibility for 
sustainability within the institution fell. This, as demonstrated in appendix five, was 
conducted for each of the studǇ͛s paƌtiĐipatiŶg college websites. 
If websites discussed mainly recycling initiatives, or the procurement of local products 
and food sources, this would suggest an operational focus or, that the college chose 
only to communicate operational initiatives. This in itself could be suggestive of how 
the college perceives sustainability, or what the college perceives to be the most 
relevant or important initiatives to share with the general public. In cases where there 
was not any dedicated information, but links to courses were provided, links were 
followed to understand the nature of the sustainability curriculum being offered. For 
example, was it a dedicated course or did sustainability form part of a module within 
an existing course? The common themes to emerge from all identified examples were 
summarised and recorded to corroborate (or not), the evidence to emerge from 
interviews and focus groups where participants specifically discussed examples of 
sustainability practice.  
The nature of the language used in all examples was analysed to infer if examples of 
sustainable practice were at planning or implementation stage. For example, does the 
language used suggest that actions had been undertaken (if so, is there reported 
progress?) or are actions at planning stage only? Additionally, website information was 
analysed to determine if responsibility for sustainability initiatives was specified, and if 
so, what was the position or positions of responsible staff members. Though this was 
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not of central importance to the purpose of the analysis, to determine whether or not 
a college was choosing to communicate what it proposes to do, rather than what is has 
actually done, or if it was communicating only what it has done, with or without detail 
oŶ pƌoposed fuƌtheƌ aĐtioŶs Đould ďe ƌefleĐtiǀe of the Đollege͛s oǀeƌall ŵaŶageŵeŶt 
approach to sustainability. For example, if a college chose to report initiatives already 
in implementation, this could be suggestive of someone with assigned responsibility of 
sustainability. If a college chose to instead communicate what it intends to do, this may 
indicate a pre-operational management approach to sustainability, leading to the 
question of what would provoke a transition to active management. 
Forming the final stage of analysis was the summation of the information presented. 
Does it reference examples of economic, social and environmental sustainability, and if 
not all three, to which facet of sustainability was information more heavily bias? In 
those cases where no dedicated information for sustainability communication existed, 
but websites did provide links to course descriptions which included sustainability, this 
would have summarised according to earlier identified properties. In all of these cases 
specifically, sustainability was inferred through an environmental sustainability 
perspective only, with particular focus on teaching students about eco-efficiency within 
construction and built environment curriculum areas. 
3.2.2.5 The analysis of landscape documents and websites  
Websites and a sample of publications belonging to the 157 Group, the DfE, BIS, SFA, 
EFA, ETF, and the AoC were analysed using the same method as the college websites 
where manifest and latent properties of the information presented were examined. 
However, because much of the information generated by the website search results 
related to the literal use of the word sustainability, the researcher, using tacit 
knowledge, had to exercise discretion in order to filter out those search results that 
were clearly irrelevant for further analysis. The remaining suitable search items were 
then analysed against the same manifest and latent items listed below: 
Manifest items:  
 What information is publicly available? 
o Is there a separate webpage/ website? Or is it included as part of other 
website information? 
 How accessible is this from the website home page? 
 The properties of such information;  
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o Its location 
o The amount of information 
o Does the information specify responsibility for sustainability, both 
within the department and individual colleges? 
o Were links to further information provided and active?  
Latent information:  
 What are the main themes present in the data? 
o What is the first piece of information used, and does it relate to 
internal or external activities? 
o What college facet does the information relate to?  
o What is the nature of language used regarding sustainability initiatives?  
o How the information could be summarised: does it address economic, 
social and environmental sustainability?  
In addition to the organisational websites listed above, the latent and manifest 
properties of all publicly available annual reports belonging to the SFA as well as three 
printed copies of AoC guidance documents published in 2007 – 2008 were also 
examined. Though the AoC publications were no longer publicly available, these 
doĐuŵeŶts ǁeƌe aǀailaďle foƌ sĐƌutiŶǇ as a ƌesult of the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌofessioŶal 
experience, having previously referred to them for professional use. As the principal 
membership organisation for the sector and the primary distributor of guidance to the 
sector, their analysis was felt still to be a relevant contribution to the study as their 
content could potentially explain or reflect the key themes to emerge from interviews 
and focus groups. What could not be explained, and is a limitation of this analysis, is 
whether the guidance issued was in response to demand from the sector on what the 
sector believed to be pertinent sustainability issues, or vice-versa. 
Manifest and latent information gathered from organisational websites and 
publications was then sorted into a table form – as seen in appendix four – that 
organised the data by project/ webpage title, the overview of the information, how 
many college participants if specified, whether that project or website had links with 
other sector sustainability projects or publications, and what its key messages were. 
This last category was determined using the same, grounded method that was used to 
analyse focus group, interview transcripts and college websites. This process when 
conducted for the information presented on organisational websites and publications 
such as the SFA annual reports was not particularly onerous due to the lack of, or 
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minimal information presented. In these instances, it was the absence of information 
or only the literal use of sustainability that were the most telling and common of 
research findings.  
Sector publications on sustainability were however numerous and the key messages 
analysed from each in some cases corroborated with, and in other cases challenged the 
key themes to emerge from interviews and focus groups. This is discussed in detail in 
chapter 4.3. 
3.2.3 The limitations of data collection procedures  
This sub-chapter provides a detailed account of the limitations identified by the 
researcher, concerning the researcher and the research process. Firstly, an account of 
the limitations associated with the collection of interview data as well as the personal 
impact the researcher may have had on this process is provided. This pattern is 
repeated for the account of limitations surrounding focus group and secondary data 
collection, before the sub-chapter concludes with an overall reflection of the research 
process and general analytical issues surrounding the sustainability discourse. 
3.2.3.1 Limitations relating to interview data collection 
Interviews as a method of qualitative data collection offer several advantages, and 
inevitably some disadvantages, as discussed by Robson (2002) and Gray (2009): 
Advantages 
 A more direct method of obtaining answers to research questions 
 Provide a rich, highly personalised, data source 
 Allows the researcher to probe further into responses, investigate motives and 
follow up non-verbal cues 
Disadvantages 
 A lack of standardisation raises reliability and quality issues 
 Risk of researcher bias 
 Time consuming to organise, conduct, and transcribe 
Conducting interviews offers the researcher freedom and discretion to choose the 
seƋueŶĐe aŶd eǆaĐt ǁoƌdiŶg of the ƋuestioŶs asked depeŶdiŶg oŶ the iŶteƌǀieǁ͛s 
conditions (i.e. if a question has already been answered in response to a previous 
ƋuestioŶͿ ;‘oďsoŶ, ϮϬϬϮͿ. Hoǁeǀeƌ, ďias thƌough the ͚iŶteƌǀieǁeƌ effeĐt͛ ĐaŶ Đoŵe iŶto 
play if questions are not asked in the same way, where emphasis or tone of voice may 
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ĐhaŶge the ŶuaŶĐe of the ƋuestioŶ ;GƌaǇ, ϮϬϬϵͿ. ͚IŶteƌǀieǁeƌ effeĐt͛ is oŶe ǁaǇ iŶ 
which researcher bias can occur within qualitative interviews. As stated by Gray (2009: 
377), there are a number of ways in which this bias occurs:  
 ͞Depaƌtuƌes fƌoŵ the iŶteƌǀieǁiŶg iŶstƌuĐtioŶs 
 Poor maintenance of rapport with the respondent 
 Careless prompting 
 Biased probes 
 Asking questions out of sequence 
 Biased ƌeĐoƌdiŶg of ǀeƌďatiŵ aŶsǁeƌs͟ ;GƌaǇ, ϮϬϬϵ: ϯϳϳͿ. 
To overcome these disadvantages and also the disadvantages associated with asking 
open questions within interviews, the researcher followed the same protocol 
throughout each interview asking questions within the same sequence. If interviewees 
answered subsequent questions before they were asked, the researcher upon reaching 
this question would simply ask the participant if they had anything else to add to their 
previous statements. Questions five and six were asked depeŶdiŶg oŶ the iŶteƌǀieǁee͛s 
membership of the 157 Group, therefore only a small percentage of interviewees were 
asked question six (denoted in table 12), ƌefleĐtiŶg that the ŵajoƌitǇ of paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ 
colleges belonged to the 157 Group. The researcher was able to build enough rapport 
with each of the candidates so that (although with trepidation at first) the researcher 
could indicate when the interview needed to move on. 
The researcher was extremely aware of the risk of careless prompting and using biased 
pƌoďes to eǆploƌe paƌtiĐipaŶt͛s ƌespoŶses fuƌtheƌ. Though this ƌeƋuiƌed Đaƌeful 
balancing to ensure rapport could be still be developed, the researcher kept prompts 
to a minimum; within interviews prompts were not often required anyway as 
participants talked openly and freely in answer to each of the questions. Prompting 
was needed within some focus groups where answers were less forthcoming, but this 
seemed to be as a result of group dynamics and shyness rather than uncertainty of the 
topic itself. Where further probing was required in interviews and focus groups, the 
researcher referred back to the skills developed during a small amount of teaching 
experience which helped to ensure leading questions or questions that would satisfy 
the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s professional agenda were not asked. Indeed, the researcher was well 
aware of the risk of the connotations of also being a sustainability practitioner within 
the sector, therefore at the start of each interview and focus group the researcher 
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reiterated clearly that to all intents and purposes, their professional role should remain 
iƌƌeleǀaŶt to the paƌtiĐipaŶt͛s ƌespoŶses. 
Interview question  Response rate (%) 
1 100 
2 100 
3 94 
4 81 
5 68 
6 25 
7 68 
8 100 
9 43 
10 94 
11 81 
12 68 
Table 12 - Breakdown of those questions asked within interviews. A low response rate 
denotes where the question was not asked, rather than refusal to respond. 
 
Telephone interviews were conducted twice in this study due to the geographical 
distance involved for one participant, and the time constraints for another participant. 
In both instances, the interviewees were emailed a project information sheet and 
participant consent form prior to the interview. Before questioning commenced, the 
researcher verbally explained the purpose of the consent form, and requested that if 
the interviewee was satisfied, that they sign, scan and return the consent form to the 
researcher electronically. In both cases this procedure was completed. The researcher 
also explained that the telephone interview was being conducted privately, and in 
order to record the interview, the telephone was on loudspeaker function. In both 
cases, the interviewees stated that they understood and were comfortable with this. 
As stated by Robson (2002), telephone interviews can be just as advantageous as face-
to-faĐe iŶteƌǀieǁs aŶd aƌe less susĐeptiďle to the ͚iŶteƌǀieǁeƌ effeĐt͛; hoǁeǀeƌ theǇ ĐaŶ 
pose difficulties to building rapport between the interviewer and interviewee. It was 
the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s eǆpeƌieŶĐe that telephoŶe iŶteƌǀieǁs ǁeƌe ĐoŶduĐted ŵoƌe pƌoŵptlǇ 
and with no detriment to building rapport, however due to the variable quality of 
telephone signal, the researcher found it more difficult in places to transcribe both 
recordings. 
  
108 
3.2.3.2 Inherent limitations relating to the researcher 
It is appropriate within GT studies for the researcher to critically reflect on their 
iŶflueŶĐe oŶ the ƌeseaƌĐh pƌoĐess ;GƌaǇ, ϮϬϬϵͿ, aŶd iŶ this studǇ͛s Đase, espeĐiallǇ 
important to discuss the liŵitatioŶs ƌelatiŶg to the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ, due to the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s 
pƌeǀious eǆpeƌieŶĐe aŶd pƌoǆiŵitǇ to the seĐtoƌ ǁhile the studǇ͛s data ǁas ďeiŶg 
collected
1
.  
There are several researcher-based limitations that are relevant to this study, which 
will be discussed in more detail subsequently and relate to both the conduct of 
interviews and focus groups. 
 ͞The iŶheƌeŶt ďiases of the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ ƌegaƌdiŶg data ĐolleĐtioŶ, aŶalǇsis aŶd 
interpretation  
 The effects of the researcher on the study participants  
 The effeĐts of the studǇ paƌtiĐipaŶts oŶ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͟ ;OŶǁuegďuzie et al, 
2008: 3) 
The inherent biases of the researcher  
UŶdouďtedlǇ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s eǆpeƌieŶĐe of the seĐtoƌ ǁas ďeŶefiĐial foƌ the 
identification of the academic research gap, which subsequently led to the 
deǀelopŵeŶt of this as a ƌeseaƌĐh pƌojeĐt. The ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌoǆiŵitǇ to aŶd ƌeputatioŶ 
amongst senior staff members and peers during employment was also beneficial in 
securing project endorsement and therefore access to other senior members of staff 
within other colleges who were invited to participate. Access to senior sector 
stakeholdeƌs aŶd the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s kŶoǁledge of the seĐtoƌ aƌe theƌefoƌe peƌĐeiǀed to 
ďe keǇ stƌeŶgths deƌiǀed fƌoŵ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌofessioŶal eǆpeƌieŶĐe aŶd status 
within the sector.  
While knowledge of the sector was of significant benefit for the conception and 
pƌogƌessioŶ of the studǇ, the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s tacit knowledge also presents some 
limitations that have become apparent throughout some aspects of data collection but 
more notably, the data analysis process.  
                                                             
1
 The researcher left sector employment shortly after completing the data collection process. 
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Data analysis limitations – tacit knowledge  
Tacit knowledge, or tacit skills, aƌe ofteŶ takeŶ foƌ gƌaŶted aŶd ƌefeƌ to a peƌsoŶ͛s 
unarticulated contextual understanding of a specific situation or context, for example, 
skills or knowledge that are acquired through professional experience (Ambrosini and 
Bowman, 2001). During interviews and focus groups, tacit knowledge in some cases led 
the researcher taking for granted the implicit meaning of some of the terminology or 
phraseology used by participants. Consequently, the researcher, for the purposes of 
data recordings or analysis did not invite participants to explain their response in 
laǇŵaŶ͛s teƌŵs; theƌefoƌe, it is eǆpeĐted that soŵe tacit knowledge is embedded 
ǁithiŶ the aŶalǇsis of data, ǁhiĐh ǁould Ŷot haǀe oĐĐuƌƌed ǁithout the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s 
professional experience.  
While the possession of tacit knowledge acted as a key motive for deciding that the 
pƌojeĐt ǁas ǁoƌthǇ of iŶǀestigatioŶ, it also alludes to the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌofessioŶal 
peƌĐeptioŶ of the seĐtoƌ͛s uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg aŶd pƌogƌess of sustaiŶaďilitǇ. This theƌefoƌe 
acted as a motive in itself for the choice of research participants for both the interviews 
and focus groups. Regarding the former, the 157 Group was chosen for its leadership 
credentials within the sector, which the researcher considered important for 
investigating the true state of sector leadeƌ͛s uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶgs of sustaiŶaďilitǇ. WheŶ 
choosing colleges to participate in focus groups, the researcher chose colleges with 
whom the researcher had well-established professional links that were useful in 
securing the necessary commitment for participation.  Additionally, colleges were 
chosen based on the view of the researcher that they would provide a balanced 
perspective, rather than for example, choosing colleges that may have had similar 
͚positiǀe͛ oƌ ͚Ŷegatiǀe͛ appƌoaĐhes to sustaiŶaďilitǇ.  
In order to maintain integrity, only one participant (typically the person with whom the 
researcher had a professional connection, and had organised the focus group to take 
plaĐe ǁithiŶ theiƌ ĐollegeͿ ǁithiŶ eaĐh foĐus gƌoup ǁas aǁaƌe of the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s 
professional awareness of some of the sustainability activities taking place within each 
college. Therefore other participants within the focus groups were able to speak 
ĐaŶdidlǇ iŶ aŶsǁeƌ to eaĐh ƋuestioŶ ǁithout takiŶg the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s tacit knowledge 
for granted. The approach taken in each focus group is explained in greater detail 
subsequently.  
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Tacit knowledge could also be perceived to add further strength to the research, when 
for example, the researcher assessed academic literature for similarities between HE 
and FE. Without tacit knowledge, the differences and similarities may not have been as 
forthcoming or obvious and therefore one may have assumed that all sectors within 
the UK education system were subject to the same phenomena. As one example, the 
issues suƌƌouŶdiŶg the use of the ǁoƌd ͚iŶitiatiǀe͛ as disĐussed iŶ Đhapteƌ 2.2.1, have 
been experienced first-hand by the researcher as a sustainability practitioner. 
Hoǁeǀeƌ, this agaiŶ ƌefleĐts aŶ iŶheƌeŶt ďias as this is ďased oŶ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s 
perception that sustainability should be managed as a process and not as part of a 
process or initiative. 
Finally, tacit knowledge proved to be both a strength and weakness for the 
identification of documents suitable for analysis as the third source of this studǇ͛s data. 
Without tacit knowledge, a researcher would have found it more challenging to know 
which sector stakeholders were likely to publicise information on sustainability, and 
where within websites the information would be likely found. Tacit knowledge also 
made the navigation of college websites easier as the researcher knew that colleges 
followed similar information sharing patterns; the researcher was also aware that the 
perception of sustainability reflected the location and manner in which it was publicly 
ĐoŵŵuŶiĐated. EǀideŶtlǇ, ďoth Đould ďe ĐoŶstƌued as a ƌefleĐtioŶ of the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s 
bias and that a researcher without previous experience of the sector could not take 
such patterns of communication for granted and could uncover additional relevant 
iŶfoƌŵatioŶ. This ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s effoƌts to ĐiƌĐuŵŶaǀigate aŶǇ ǁeďsite oƌ puďliĐatioŶ 
͚ďliŶd spots͛ aƌe disĐussed iŶ ŵoƌe detail in chapter 3.2.3.4. 
Data analysis limitations – multiple interpretations  
It is iŵpoƌtaŶt to Ŷote that the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌofessional experience will have inevitably 
led to soŵe iŶheƌeŶt ďiases ǁheŶ iŶteƌpƌetiŶg the studǇ͛s data. While it is the studǇ͛s 
intention to seek out the perceptions and interpretations held by FE leaders of 
sustainability, it is highly probable that the reseaƌĐheƌs͛ pƌofessioŶal eǆpeƌieŶĐe ǁill 
have led to a potentially different research outcome compared with someone 
employed within a different role within the sector, or without any experience of the 
sector. 
The interpretational issues are therefore three-fold: 
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1) To use iŶteƌpƌetatioŶs as the ͞ŵediuŵ of aŶalǇsis͟ ;HaǇ, ϮϬϭϭ: ϭϲϴͿ is to ďase 
research outcomes on interpreting interpretations 
2) This is compounded within this study as the research outcomes are based on 
interpreting interpretations of an inherently ambiguous term 
3) IŶteƌpƌetiŶg the data itself ǁill haǀe ďeeŶ ďased oŶ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s oǁŶ 
interpretations, and if analysed by someone within a different role, or external 
to the sector, could have been interpreted differently 
The use of the TMF as a conceptual framework assisted the researcher in navigating 
some of the interpretational issues presented by providing a structure against which 
dominant themes to emerge from investigating perceptions could be verified. For 
example, interpretations and perceptions that pertained to short-term projects or 
spoke of sustainability as something that augments (rather than challenges) existing 
practices would reveal an operational focus by the sectors management. Within the 
TMF, this has neither positive nor negative connotations, as it is a reflection of a 
management approach, not a measure of progress, based on the perceptions of a small 
Ŷuŵďeƌ of stakeholdeƌs. The iŵpaĐt of iŶteƌpƌetatioŶal issues to the studǇ͛s 
conclusions may have therefore had more bearing if the study was intending to 
determine sustainability progress. 
Data collection - the researcher: participant effect  
As stated ďǇ OŶǁuegďuzie et al ;ϮϬϬϴ:ϲͿ, ͞the iŶteƌpƌetiǀe ƌeseaƌĐheƌ ŵust ƌefleĐt 
upoŶ hoǁ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ ŵaǇ haǀe affeĐted the paƌtiĐipaŶts͟. It is this ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s 
belief that the data collected during interviews and focus groups will have been subject 
to many reactions, not least to the topic itself. Although the terms sustainability and 
sustainable development are ambiguous and open to many interpretations, they have 
been communicated within the FE sector largely within the confines of eco-efficiency 
oƌ eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal pƌojeĐts. It is the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s ďelief that this Đould haǀe ƌeiŶfoƌĐed 
media-based stereotypical projections of what sustainability means and represents. 
This was considered within the design of the interview and focus group questions, 
where participants were asked to describe their interpretations of sustainability, which 
as the interview and focus groups progressed, evidently evolved beyond the 
parameters of their initial interpretation.   
The presence of the researcher it is believed, will have led to reactivity for the following 
reasons: 
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 Gender and age: the researcher believes that being young and female may have 
reinforced perceptions held by the research participants who were in most cases more 
senior males, of a sustainability professional. This may have initially led to participants 
providing appeasing or controversial responses as a result of their perception of the 
researcher, and topic. One participant described how they were sorry for the opinion 
theǇ ǁeƌe aďout to giǀe ƌegaƌdiŶg ͞tƌee huggeƌs͟ iŶ ƌespoŶse to oŶe of the ƋuestioŶs 
asked. The ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s age aŶd geŶdeƌ it is ďelieǀed, also plaǇed a ƌole iŶ gaiŶiŶg 
access to research participants where the researcher had been informed that 
paƌtiĐipaŶts ǁaŶted to ͞help out͟ ďeĐause the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ ǁas of theiƌ daughteƌ͛s age. 
In other cases, participants stated their participation was because they were interested 
to know more about the research topic. 
 Internal/ external status: though the researcher has had significant professional 
experience working with a diverse hierarchical range of colleagues, there is a possibility 
that the perceptions of some participants of someone conducting a PhD may have 
iŵpaĐted oŶ the ĐaŶdidates͛ ŵaŶŶeƌ, aŶd hoǁ ĐaŶdid theǇ felt theiƌ ƌespoŶses Đould 
be. On several occasions, participants (within interviews and focus groups) made 
comments referencing their uncertainty of the subject, and that the researcher 
probably knew more about it than them. 
Being known to one interviewee and to a small number of focus group participants may 
have also affected the manner and openness of responses compared to those 
participants to whom the researcher was unknown. The internal role of the researcher 
as a sustainability practitioner may have also led to known participants providing 
appeasing responses, viewing the researcher as a colleague instead of an impartial 
researcher. In this instance the researcher reiterated that the purpose of the research 
ǁas Ŷot to ŶeĐessaƌilǇ foĐus oŶ ǁhat the Đollege ŵaǇ haǀe alƌeadǇ doŶe oƌ ͚Đeleďƌate͛ 
the work of the researcher as a practitioner, but to explore and perhaps challenge 
existing perceptions of sustainability and what might the college be better placed to do 
in its future sustainability endeavours, and what barriers might need to be overcome in 
order to achieve this. Participants appeared satisfied with this explanation and only in a 
small number of cases was the researcher͛s Ŷaŵe aŶd ǁoƌk ŵeŶtioŶed – typically in 
reference to the barriers that were evident in introducing more sustainable practices. 
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Data collection - the participant: researcher effect  
The effects of research participants on the researcher are far fewer than in the 
converse situation. 
During the first few interviews, the hierarchical position of the research participants did 
have an effect on the researcher that was revealed through nervousness and hesitation 
when asking further probing questions. The paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ status also ŵade the 
researcher nervous to ensure that time keeping was upheld in order to make time to 
ask all of the questions. On several occasions, this meant that the researcher had to 
politely interrupt the interviewee if it was felt their response had gone off-topic or was 
reiterating earlier points. 
The hierarchical position of the researcher, combined with age and gender may have 
led to some interviewees or focus group participants believing that they could 
condescend the researcher either explicitly through off-topic remarks, or implicitly by 
talking over the researcher, talking amongst colleagues instead of to the researcher, 
which also impacted on the quality of the recording and others wishing to participate, 
or, by ignoring the reseaƌĐheƌ͛s tiŵe-keeping requests. 
Data collection - the institutional: research effect  
As previously stated, colleges that participated in focus groups were chosen by the 
researcher as they belonged to a local consortium of colleges with which the 
researcher had professional experience, and which therefore simplified and eased 
travel and access arrangements. In contrast to the colleges belonging to the 157 Group 
(with one exception), the colleges that took part in focus groups were generally much 
smaller and were perceived by the researcher to be subject to different positive and 
negative institutional factors (such as the size of their stakeholder cohort, funding 
constraints, and institutional flexibility or autonomy).  
157 Group members were initially targeted to participate in interviews as the 
researcher believed that the quasi-leadership role performed by the group, along with 
their similar institutional parameters (namely, they are all extremely large colleges – 
see chapter 1), would be appropriate to pƌoǀide a ŵoƌe ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe ͚piĐtuƌe͛ of the 
state and attitude towards sustainability leadership within the sector. After conducting 
interviews and focus groups (whose participants came from in most cases much 
smaller colleges), the size of the college was found to have little consequence on how 
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the interview and focus group questions were answered. The difference was found 
iŶstead to ďe seŶioƌ leadeƌ͛s pƌopeŶsitǇ to use the ŵoƌe liteƌal uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of the 
term sustainability, which may be indicative of the more direct relationship 157 Group 
colleges have with the government, and therefore may be more prone to adopting the 
trending government discourse. The urban location of most 157 Group colleges may 
also lead to different organisational characteristics and language trends compared with 
smaller, more rural or perhaps specialised colleges. Large urban colleges may have 
different or more popular curriculum areas that in turn have led to the forging of 
relationships with more numerous or larger private firms, thus impacting on the 
Đollege͛s pƌioƌitǇ aƌeas.  
Given that only 20 colleges participated in the research altogether representing only 
ϰϰ% of the ϭϱϳ Gƌoup͛s ŵeŵďeƌship, aƌguaďlǇ the data saŵple Ŷeitheƌ ƌepƌeseŶted 
the 157 Group nor the sector. With this in mind, were this study to be repeated, the 
researcher would endeavour to utilise a more diverse range of colleges, chosen not by 
institutional size, but on perception of sustainability approach – perhaps based on the 
achievement of awards, or presence (or not) of publicly available sustainability 
iŶfoƌŵatioŶ, oƌ peƌhaps just a ƌaŶdoŵ saŵple iƌƌespeĐtiǀe of the Đollege͛s puďliĐlǇ 
facing sustainability approach. 
A further and unavoidable weakness of this study echoes a point made by Shriberg 
(2002) and Beltran-Kadji et al (2013) who state that to assess characteristics of an 
organisation using the input from the most senior decision makers is not only difficult, 
but can be misleading, especially when examining the role of leadership. In response, 
and for the purposes of data enrichment, this study sought alternative stakeholder 
views of the role of leaders (with regard to sustainability) by conducting focus groups 
with lower-middle management. However, the most substantial data set is formed 
from interviews conducted with the most senior leaders of each college and therefore 
has the gƌeatest ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh fiŶdiŶgs. GiǀeŶ the ǁidelǇ Đited 
iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of leadeƌship ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt ƌeƋuiƌed foƌ the ǀalidatioŶ of aŶ oƌgaŶisatioŶ͛s 
commitment to sustainability, and the lack of knowledge held about the sector and its 
perceptions of sustainability, it was felt most useful to examine senior leaders 
perceptions as a starting point in researching the FE sector. 
Further studies with perhaps a greater number of researchers would be better 
positioned to explore the perceptions of other FE stakeholders, namely students, 
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awarding bodies, employers and the FE inspectorate – Ofsted – which in this case were 
omitted in favour of a more direct lineage of management, with senior leaders and 
focus groups representing the niche level, sector representative groups representing 
the ƌegiŵe leǀel, aŶd the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s spoŶsoƌiŶg depaƌtŵeŶts as ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀes of 
the landscape level.  
The most notable of limitations surrounding the choice of stakeholders at a regime and 
laŶdsĐape leǀel is that theǇ geŶeƌallǇ ƌepƌeseŶt Đollege͛s ďusiŶess suppoƌt aƌeas, ƌatheƌ 
than the academic interests that awarding bodies and curriculum regulators preside. 
However, while each of examined stakeholdeƌ͛s ǁeďsites aŶd doĐuŵeŶts ŵaǇ haǀe aŶ 
overall bias towards business support, their role does not explicitly exclude academic 
engagement or representation, rather their approach to academic engagement is for 
the purposes of overall business support – i.e. are colleges providing the most 
appropriate education to suit economic and government needs? 
3.2.3.3 Limitations relating to focus group data collection  
The limitations surrounding the inherent bias of the researcher, the researcher: 
participant effect, the participant: researcher effect and the institution: researcher 
effect previously discussed are all relevant and transferable limitations to the focus 
group process. There is an additional limitation regarding the colleges that the 
researcher intended to invite to participate in focus groups, compared with the 
colleges who subsequently participated. The intention was to invite colleges who had 
had their senior leaders participate in the interview process so that the views of their 
staff could be compared to the views of the senior leader. However, due to the time 
and distance involved in travelling to many of the colleges, and the complication of not 
having a less-senior point of contact to correspond with to organise focus groups, the 
researcher felt it would be more reliable to approach colleges within a local proximity 
with whom she had existing professional relationships. Only one of the colleges that 
had participated in an interview also participated in a focus group.  
It is difficult to assess if and how this sampling issue may have affected the results; on 
the one hand, results suggest that senior leaders have largely consistent views with 
ƌegaƌds to the theŵes ďeiŶg iŶǀestigated thƌough the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh ƋuestioŶs. 
Therefore, it would not be inaccurate to speculate that the senior leaders of those 
colleges who participated in focus groups would have held similar views to their peers. 
This studǇ͛s foĐus gƌoup ƌesults aƌe also laƌgely consistent with one another therefore it 
is also likely that similar themes and perspectives will have emerged from groups 
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whose senior leader had participated in an interview. However as stated earlier, the 
foĐus gƌoup͛s ƌesults aƌe ƌepƌeseŶtative only of the group itself, a different mix of 
participants under different conditions, or asking different questions may well have led 
to ǀeƌǇ diffeƌeŶt ƌesult outĐoŵes. This ͚geŶeƌalisiŶg͛ disadǀaŶtage assoĐiated ǁith 
focus groups specifically may also be applicable to the study as a whole; can the views 
of a minority reflect those of the majority? This cannot be assumed, and therefore it is 
worth reiterating that the purpose of this study is to glean a snapshot of the 
management approach taken by a small group of colleges and hopefully inspires 
further research in this unknown area. 
What is also difficult to understand is if the results and dynamics demonstrated by the 
samples that contributed to the study would have been different or similar to results, 
had focus group and interview participants been from the same institution? Were this 
study to be repeated, it would be beneficial to target interview and focus group 
participants from the same college. 
Specific limitations regarding the focus group process and how the researcher 
attempted to overcome these issues are as follows: 
 The ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s poiŶt of ĐoŶtaĐt foƌ the oƌgaŶisatioŶ of eaĐh foĐus gƌoup ǁas also 
known to the researcher professionally: focus group one was conducted within the 
ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s eŵploǇiŶg Đollege aŶd theƌefoƌe paƌtiĐipaŶts ǁeƌe Đolleagues of the 
researcher. To mitigate any assumptions made by the focus group participants of the 
ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s tacit knowledge, the researcher stated that her role within the focus 
groups was as a researcher and university student, and not as a peer or colleague on 
behalf of their employer. Therefore, the participants were asked to answer questions 
assuming that the researcher had no previous knowledge of the college or its approach 
to sustainability. This appeared to be well received and understood by the participants, 
and only in a small number of cases did the researcher have to ask participants for 
clarification or further explanation of their response. 
 Many participants stated that they enjoyed the experience, however in one focus 
group where there was a conflict in opinion some participants appeared to be annoyed 
and frustrated. The researcher tried to allay tension by stating that it was acceptable 
for participants to have different opinions, and that it provided an equally valid 
contribution to the research.  
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 Though the researcher had some teaching experience that provided foundation 
knowledge of the skills required to ensure group command and discipline, the 
ĐhalleŶges assoĐiated ǁith the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s laĐk of speĐifiĐ eǆpeƌieŶĐe ǁeƌe ƌeǀealed 
through time keeping issues, and equal group participation. Despite the 
encouragement of the researcher and keeping focus group questions to a minimum, 
two participants within focus group three did not make a contribution. During focus 
group two, time keeping was initially an issue due to the dominance of one focus group 
participant. To combat this, the researcher used rapport with the participant to ask 
them to allow others to participate, and reminded the group that a maximum of ten 
minutes should be given to answering each question. 
3.2.3.4 Limitations relating to secondary data collection  
Many of the limitations experienced within focus groups and interviews were related 
to the interaction with research participants; however because the analysis of website 
and publication documentation was conducted as a desk study independently by the 
researcher, there are far fewer interaction based limitations surrounding this data 
collection process. Nevertheless the main limitation presented by this data collection 
method was the not insubstantial issue of embedded bias and reliability – both of the 
search terms used to identify the data, and the reseaƌĐheƌ͛s aďilitǇ to aŶalǇse the data 
using a reliable and unbiased method  (as previously indicated in chapter 3.2.1.3). 
When sampling the information to analyse, website searches were made only for 
results that referred to the search terms which may have precluded website content or 
embedded documents that referred to sustainability implicitly, but using different 
terminology. This presented an inherent limitation as using such terms with an 
environmental bias could in fact have returned results that only indicate a lack of 
environmental engagement. In other words, environmental sustainability is only one 
facet of sustainable development, and therefore should not be synonymous with 
sustainability itself. However, indications to come from conducting interviews and 
focus groups led the researcher to believe that this indeed how the participants 
perceived sustainability, and therefore whilst it is not the only way in which it can be 
defined, it is one of two ways that the sector appears to define it. However, to 
introduce greater rigour into the process and equal coverage of each college and sector 
organisation website, strategy documents and annual reports where available where 
examined to determine if, for example, a strong organisational commitment to 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁas aƌtiĐulated ǁithiŶ aŶ oƌgaŶisatioŶs͛ aŶŶual ƌepoƌt, aŶd its aďseŶĐe oŶ 
the ǁeďsite ǁas theƌefoƌe Ŷot ŶeĐessaƌilǇ ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe of the oƌgaŶisatioŶs͛ 
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approach. Indeed, it was kept in mind that sustainability might simply have been poorly 
communicated on publicly facing websites (as opposed to internally accessed intranets) 
ďeĐause of ǁeďsite͛s tǇpiĐal foĐus oŶ the peƌĐeiǀed Ŷeeds aŶd eǆpeĐtatioŶs of 
prospective students. Conversely, college websites like university websites must 
ultiŵatelǇ ͞ƌepƌeseŶt the view they ǁaŶt the ǁoƌld to haǀe of theŵ͟ ;“Đott aŶd Gough, 
2004: 243); therefore this reasoning rather than an excuse may be further evidence of 
how sustainability is perceived. 
It is relevant to note that these limitations did not become apparent until the data 
analysis stage; though the researcher was intuitively aware of the terminology issues 
presented by the sustainability discourse, it did not occur to the researcher that these 
would be played out within the data collected, particularly during interviews. The 
purpose of providing information prior to interviews and focus groups was to indicate 
the purpose and parameters of the research. Nevertheless, despite interviewees 
interchangeably using different definitions of sustainability, these language-based 
indicators were still needed in order to fulfil the research objective. Indeed, whilst the 
choice of indicators resulted in unanticipated limitations, it has provided an additional 
and valuable ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh.  
Another limitation in the data access itself was that only a small number of publications 
(but all SFA annual reports) were examined representing a sample of a number of 
sustainability documents developed for FE colleges specifically by other organisations 
and consultants (many of whom were external to the sector) as well as those 
developed for FE and HE, available on the websites of other sector stakeholders such as 
HEFCE and sector membership bodies such as the EAUC. However, as the primary 
purpose of this exercise was to examine how colleges and FE funding bodies 
communicate sustainability it was deemed appropriate to limit online searches to 
those organisations with the most direct relevance to the study and relationship with 
FE only. Were this study repeated, the collection of data from a wider population of 
colleges – either all 157 Group members, or all UK FE colleges – and organisations, 
iŶĐludiŶg the EAUC, HEFCE, aǁaƌdiŶg ďodies aŶd the seĐtoƌ͛s iŶspeĐtiŶg oƌganisation 
͚Ofsted͛ would be recommended to ensure more accurate representation of the sector 
as a whole. 
Returning to how data was accessed, this statement made by Scott and Gough 
;ϮϬϬϰ:ϮϰϯͿ ͞oŶe Ŷeeds to ďe eǆtƌeŵelǇ Đautious aďout the degƌee of sigŶifiĐaŶce 
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attached to a limited survey of a small sample of this kind, particularly when the results 
depeŶd iŶ gƌeat degƌee upoŶ the ǁoƌkiŶgs of eaĐh uŶiǀeƌsitǇ͛s iŶteƌŶal seaƌĐh eŶgiŶe͟, 
is relevant to this study as some of the college websites did not have an internal search 
function. To circumnavigate this, the researcher manually searched corporate 
information pages as well as online prospectuses and curriculum webpages to locate 
possible sources of sustainability information. Only in a small number of cases after 
manual searches were conducted was information deemed unavailable, however this 
does not necessarily represent the colleges approach to sustainability. These colleges 
may have chosen to limit such information to college staff and students only through 
internal communication streams. Indeed, even in the majority of cases where 
information was located, there may have been much more available through such 
means that the researcher could not access.  
Though it could be suggested that the researcher should have made contact with each 
college to request the disclosure of information, this a) may not have been successful, 
and b) would rely on the person asked/ referred to, and their interpretation of what 
sustainability information meant, or they felt was relevant. This is also pertinent to the 
researcher and the search terms chosen, which were limited to four iterations of what 
the researcher believes to constitute sustainability terminology. As stated by 
Kaƌatzoglou ;ϮϬϭϯ:ϰϲͿ ͞ĐoŶteŶt aŶalǇsis ĐaŶŶot elude the authoƌ͛s suďjeĐtiǀe 
ĐoŵpƌeheŶsioŶ aŶd eǆplaŶatioŶ of ĐeƌtaiŶ fiŶdiŶgs aŶd patteƌŶs͟, aŶd Scott and 
Gough, ;ϮϬϬϰ: ϮϰϰͿ ͞theƌe aƌe daŶgeƌs iŶ ďeiŶg oǀeƌ-prescriptive about what counts as 
sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt͟.  
As a counter argument to this, though search terms encompassing all of those used for 
example by Lozano et al (2013), which included references to sustainability within 
curriculum, research, operations, outreach, collaboration, assessment and reporting, 
transdisciplinarity, institutional framework would be valid and more representative of 
all facets of sustainable development, the researcher believes that they are more 
indicative of a search to determine progress, and would therefore assume that 
progress was being made within FE (not to mention that research does not apply to 
FE). Instead, and as explained in earlier chapters, the purpose of this study was to 
identify a ŵoƌe ƌudiŵeŶtaƌǇ ͚is sustaiŶaďilitǇ eǀeŶ ďeiŶg talked aďout?͛ approach, not 
assuming that progress was being made.  
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3.2.3.5 Limitations presented by the choice of conceptual framework  
Transition management theory has been developed using distinct timescales that are 
reflective of those represented by significant societal transitions. For the purposes of 
this study however, these time scales have had to be adjusted and downscaled in order 
to ƌefleĐt the Ŷatuƌe of the seĐtoƌ͛s goǀeƌŶaŶĐe, the ĐhaƌaĐteƌistiĐs of ǁhiĐh haǀe 
ironically constrained the ability for the framework to consider timescales beyond five 
years. This presents a ďouŶdaƌǇ to the appliĐatioŶ of this studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh outputs, 
ǁhiĐh Đould oŶlǇ ďe used as a desĐƌiptiǀe iŶdiĐatoƌ of the oǀeƌall seĐtoƌs͛ ŵaŶageŵeŶt 
approach to sustainability, and not for the prescriptive application of the framework to 
induce a systemised transition unless the framework was revised – see chapter 6.  
A further study boundary presented by the use of the TMF is that it is not a specific 
leadership framework; rather, it is a framework that focuses on influencing multiple 
levels of governance and their activities in order to accelerate change towards 
sustainability. This study can only utilise the framework as far as using its descriptive 
function following the examination of leadership perceptions of their activities to 
pƌoǀide a ƌudiŵeŶtaƌǇ ŵap of the seĐtoƌs͛ oǀeƌall ŵaŶageŵeŶt appƌoaĐh to 
sustainability. At this stage, it is suggested that the prescriptive function of the TMF is 
not appropriate for use within this sector as it is unknown whether a transition to 
sustainability is wanted by the sector. It is suggested that future studies examine why, 
in the absence of external incentives, colleges may engage with sustainability. This is a 
research gap identified by Shriberg (2002) who though discussing HE sustainability 
assessment tools, is particularly relevant to FE and could contribute to transition 
management literature by identifying frontrunners within the sector who could then 
participate in the promotion of a sector wide transition.  
Though the purpose of the study was to examine the perceptions of sector leaders in 
positions at a landscape, regime and niche level, the data gathering time constraints 
limited the ability of the researcher to conduct interviews and focus groups only at a 
niche level. Data gathered to represent the regime and landscape levels was limited to 
publicly available information held online, and therefore is unable to be an accurate 
ƌepƌeseŶtatioŶ of eaĐh tieƌ͛s ŵaŶageŵeŶt appƌoaĐh to sustaiŶaďilitǇ. Additionally, the 
organisations selected to represent the regime management level were limited to the 
157 Group and AoC. The decision to omit other significant sector stakeholders such as 
awarding bodies, Ofsted, the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), the Gazelle Group, the 
European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) oƌ eaĐh Đollege͛s LoĐal EŶteƌpƌise 
Partnership (LEP) that may have greater resonance with academic staff or college 
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specialist areas, risked the results naturally reflecting the language used within 
business support areas to which many of the focus group participants and some 
interview participants belonged.  
Though the ϭϱϳ Gƌoup aŶd AoC ǁeƌe ĐhoseŶ as FE͛s ĐolleĐtiǀe eƋuiǀaleŶt of UK HE͛s 
Russell Group drawing upon tacit knowledge that these groups are important to college 
senior leaders, the limitations of their specific scrutiny preclude the other stakeholders 
of FE that may have alternative approaches to sustainable development. However, as 
the purpose of this study was to examine the FE͛s leadeƌs͛ management approach to 
sustainable development, with the additional considerations of data access
2
 and the 
volume of data to analyse, it felt more appropriate to focus on a small number of 
groups that represent the interests of colleges generally, and whose membership 
leaders value. 
Were this study to be repeated, it is suggested that the regime management level 
should be represented by a wider number of sector stakeholders that have a wider 
range of specialisms such as those that examine and direct curriculum. An ideal 
element of this approach would be to use the same data collection method at each 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt leǀel. Though aĐĐess ǁas the pƌiŵaƌǇ ƌeasoŶ foƌ this studǇ͛s ǀaƌied data 
collection methods, interviews, focus groups and analyses of online approaches to 
sustainability communication at each leadership level of the sector should ideally be 
used in order to deteƌŵiŶe a ŵoƌe aĐĐuƌate assessŵeŶt of eaĐh leǀel͛s ŵaŶageŵeŶt 
approach to sustainability.  
The specific limitations associated with the application and adaptation of the TMF is 
discussed in greater detail in chapter 6.2.3. 
                                                             
2
 The researcher made multiple attempts to gain access to Ofsted and the SFA but was 
unsuccessful. 
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3.3 Concluding thoughts: a reflection of the data collection and analysis processes. 
This chapter has described in detail the procedures followed for each of the data 
source collection and analysis methods and has endeavoured to provide an exhaustive 
ƌefleĐtioŶ of the studǇ͛s liŵitatioŶs. The data ĐolleĐtioŶ aŶd aŶalǇsis pƌoĐesses though 
enjoyable were challenging to the researcher, largely as a result of the simultaneous 
role that had to be played as a sustainability practitioner in order to obtain access to 
data sources, and then as an academic when analysing the research outputs. It is 
inevitable that the transcription of interviews and focus group recordings were 
influenced ďǇ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌs͛ iŶteƌpƌetatioŶs, as tƌaŶsĐƌiptioŶ is itself aŶ iŶteƌpƌetiǀe 
and constructive act (Grundy et al, 2003), however, interpretational insight and tacit 
knowledge of the sector also allowed the researcher to recognise and understand the 
implicit meaning of phrases and nuances used by research participants. Indeed, whilst 
being a part-tiŵe studeŶt pƌeseŶted a pƌoďleŵ ƌegaƌdiŶg the tiŵeliŶess of this studǇ͛s 
write-up oǀeƌall, the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s aĐĐess to iŶteƌǀieǁees aŶd the tiŵe pƌoǀided ďǇ the 
process allowed for greater reflection of the data͛s collection and analysis methods, as 
well as their interpretation. 
Returning to the limitations presented by the chosen topic and its terminology, on the 
one hand, sustainability and sustainable development as explicit terms used within 
each of the data collection methods could have been removed, with perceptions being 
explored using more implicit language, therefore avoiding founding a study upon 
interpreting interpretations of an already ambiguous term. Indeed, the use of 
sustainability terminology may have prompted participants to respond using a 
discourse they felt resonated with sustainability leading to different responses being 
given than if asked peer-to-peer. To overcome issues surround different interpretations 
of sustainability during interviews, Littledyke et al (2013) after asking the participant 
their understanding of sustainability provided a working definition of sustainability to 
clarify the scope of the interview.  
Similarly, the analysis of website and publication information were confined to 
interpretations of the material to emerge, which itself was implicated by the search 
teƌŵs used, ŶaŵelǇ ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛, ͚sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt͛, ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ aŶd 
͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal͛. These ǁeƌe seaƌĐh teƌŵs ĐhoseŶ ďǇ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ ďased oŶ teƌŵs 
that are commonly used and recognised within the higher education community, 
however these terms may not be as relevant or share the same meanings within the FE 
sector, especially as it does not perform academic research. However, while using 
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eǆpliĐit teƌŵs to uŶdeƌstaŶd the seĐtoƌ͛s peƌĐeptioŶ of sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁill iŶeǀitaďlǇ 
result in research outputs that are confined to what the sector believes should be 
labelled as sustainability, to understand if there are additional understandings or wider 
perceptions that fall beyond the boundaries of those search terms used requires the 
ability of the researcher and their tacit knowledge of both the sector, and the 
sustainability discourse, which is arguably laden with as many interpretational risks as 
using the explicit sustainability terminology. In either case, it is recommended that 
studies that use tacit knowledge follow an interpretivist framework (Ambrosini and 
BoǁŵaŶ, ϮϬϬϭͿ, ǁhiĐh suppoƌts this studǇ͛s use of aŶ iŶteƌpƌetiǀist episteŵologǇ, aŶd 
the TMF as its conceptual framework, however it is arguable that conceptualising 
themes using based on specific terminology conflicts with GT as each of these themes 
bring pre-existing meanings.  
The question must also be raised of whether the nuances of what participants believe 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ to ŵeaŶ haǀe ďeeŶ ĐheĐked ǁithiŶ otheƌ studǇ͛s that eǆploƌe 
perceptions, or sector based surveys or reports. For example, the AoC website 
(2016[a]) states that 99% of colleges have sustainability as a strategic aim. Whilst it is 
assuŵed that the statistiĐ is iŶ ƌefeƌeŶĐe to ǁhat has ďeeŶ defiŶed as a ͚holistiĐ͛ 
understanding of sustainability throughout this study, it is not clear either way. 
However, a subsequent question of does this actually matter is also raised. As later 
chapters will discuss, this study highlights that the issue with sustainability is one of 
perception and ultimately, it is actions rather than words or terminology that matter 
and lead to real change. 
Perhaps it is inevitable that any study investigating perceptions of sustainability will 
encounter interpretational issues, and therefore it is the onus of the researcher to 
highlight such issues rather than trying to find ways in which to avoid them. Indeed, it 
may be more fruitful to reveal the interpretational issues that clearly still thrive within 
sustainability discourse, especially within a previously unexplored sector which 
although shares many similarities with the HE sector, has significant differences and 
therefore potentially a different role to play within the sustainability agenda.  
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Chapter 4. Results  
This chapter discusses sequentially the results to emerge from interviews, focus groups 
and content analysis, with the structure of each sub-Đhapteƌ͛s results corresponding 
with the themes explored within each research question, namely perception of 
sustainability as a term, perceptions of power, and perceptions of sustainability in 
practice. The chapter concludes with an overall summary of the results to emerge, if 
and how these reflect some of the key themes and theories explored within literature, 
and as a precursor to the broader discussion in chapter 5, what these results indicate in 
ƌelatioŶ to the ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk aŶd the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh oďjeĐtiǀe. 
Using a grounded theory analysis method, interview and focus group transcripts were 
explored individually and collectively to generate the open, selective and theoretical 
coding. Transcripts were therefore analysed as a whole, grouped by question category 
(perception, power and practice), and responses to individual questions (for example, 
all responses to question 8). 
The theoretical codes generated from this grounded theory analytical method are 
denoted in table 13 and form the structure of interview and focus group results 
detailed in sub-chapters 4.1 – 4.2.3. Their interrelation and wider contextual relevance 
with existing key theories is discussed in chapter 5.  
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Question category Category theoretical codes 
Interviews  
Perception of definition Interchangeable use of business continuity and eco-efficiency. 
Lacking confidence stifles ambition. Strategy undermined by 
changing policy. 
Perception of power Leadership by business continuity. Seniority and responsibility 
inversely related. Funding prohibits leadership. Lack of contextual 
relevance to FE. Vocational focus at odds with HE agenda. Power 
pointing to external influences. 
Perception of practice Demonstrated by eco-efficiency and product relevance. Eco-
efficiency dominated by mitigation. Eco-efficiency supports business 
continuity. Barriers evident of cultural and terminology issues. 
Sustainability term and sector reputation counterproductive. 
CoŵpetiŶg ͚otheƌ͛ pƌioƌities. Distƌiďuted leadeƌship ŵoƌe aĐĐessiďle. 
Senior leadership and external influences legitimise investment. 
Focus Groups  
Perception of definition More consistent than senior leaders. Eco-efficiency dominant. 
Operational and non-academic/ vocational participation reflects 
perception. Conflict between economy and environment. 
Perception of power Moral duty of colleges unsupported. Conflict between eco-efficiency 
and cultural engagement. Requires in-house leadership but external 
leadership and legislation perceived to be most important. 
Perception of practice Eco-efficiency and pedagogy. Vocational curriculum enhancer. 
Finance and culture the most significant barriers. Perceived as an 
inconvenience. 
Table 13 – Theoretical codes to emerge from Grounded Theory analysis of interviews and 
focus groups. 
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4.1 Interviews  
The following section presents the analysis of dominant themes revealed within 
interviews. Responses to each of the thirteen interview questions have been sub-
divided into three sub-chapters, with each sub-chapter corresponding to an over-
arching theme interrogated within the research questions – perception, power, and 
practice.  
4.1.1 What is the dominant perception of sustainable development by FE leadership?  
Perceptions of sustainability, sustainable development and sustainable colleges were 
polarised into two specific themes of business continuity and eco-efficiency. These 
themes were also reflected within discussions describing the key issues currently 
experienced by, or facing colleges in the future. For example, respondents used the 
term sustainability to describe financial sustainability and business continuity, stating 
that a sustainable college is one that achieves financial sustainability or ideally financial 
growth. Eco-efficiency in many cases was discussed separately to business continuity 
and was often referenced as evidence of a Đollege͛s commitment to sustainability, 
however it was always cited as an important contributor to the financial sustainability 
of a college.  
Perceptions of business continuity and sustainability  
Sustainable financial growth, achieving profit and managing financial risk were 
commonly used terms when describing the characteristics of a sustainable college. 
Consequently, respondents stated the sustainability or continuation of a college was at 
the centre of their Đollege͛s strategy, and to have a ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ stƌategǇ͛ is necessary 
for a college to be sustainable. Other respondents also described the importance of 
having an ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal poliĐǇ͛ to fulfil sustainability, or ͚gƌeeŶ͛, conditions attached 
to funding bids, typically for new building developments. 
Central government sector funding cuts were described as the most significant threat 
to the sustainability of colleges. As a counter measure, colleges have been increasing 
their business resilience by diversifying into different markets, forging direct links with 
local employers, industry and the LEP. Competition with other local education 
providers in an increasingly open market was cited as an additional incentive for 
colleges to diversify. While respondents described positively the opportunities 
presented by business diversification, for a college to do this successfully relied upon 
its ability to adapt and be flexible to changing demands, something which respondents 
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believed perpetuates existing issues relating to confusion over the sector͛s reputation 
and identity that in turn, exacerbate an already inconsistent approach towards colleges 
by the government: 
͞As long as people in power keep asking ͚ǁhat is it colleges do?͛ ͚Hoǁ important is it?͛ 
ǁe͛ƌe going to be in a bad place I thiŶk͟ (Interviewee 9, 16/07/2013). 
 ͞I doŶ͛t believe there will be consistency but I think that consistency of approach is 
absolutely critical even if it seems to be a negative. I think having consistent negativity 
is better than having it flitting from one to the otheƌ͟ (Interviewee 11, 25/10/2013). 
In order for a college to become sustainable, and, the action of a sustainable college 
was perceived as one that values its external relationships and sells itself to powerful 
stakeholders such as the LEP. Collaboration with important local or regional 
stakeholders were perceived as necessary to ensure colleges remain informed of 
changing economic and local employment conditions and are able to adapt their 
curriculum provision accordingly to supply the labour force in demand. By doing so, 
ƌespoŶdeŶts felt that Đolleges faĐilitate the ĐƌeatioŶ of ͚sustaiŶaďle joďs͛, aŶd 
contribute to the social and economic sustainability of their communities by raising 
aspiration and attainment. Being financially sustainable was therefore perceived to 
iŵpƌoǀe a Đollege͛s aďilitǇ to ŵoƌe effeĐtiǀelǇ fulfil its soĐial ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ, Ŷot least ďǇ 
ĐoŶtiŶuiŶg to ͚eǆist͛, ďut also ďǇ liŶkiŶg its leaƌŶeƌs ǁith eŵploǇŵeŶt oppoƌtuŶities 
based on the changeable needs of local industry. Adaptability was cited as one of the 
main incentives to improve college property through new ͚fit foƌ puƌpose͛, sŵalleƌ, 
more appealing and more energy efficient developments. In one case, a new building 
development was specifically being designed to be more flexible so that it could cater 
for short-term courses and rapid changes in industrial needs: 
͞We͛ƌe about to start on site with a new build and ǁe͛ǀe designed that specifically to 
have space that͛s fleǆiďle… [To changing demands]͟ (Interviewee 11, 25/10/2013). 
While on the one hand, local external forces were seen by some as important for future 
opportunities, others believed that local external forces present a financial risk to 
colleges if local government and local businesses through the LEP͛s were to bypass 
colleges and forge direct links to determine the supply and demand of local vocational 
education needs: 
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͞Theƌe is an increasing profile of the local enterprise partnership, potential that we will 
no longer be delivering apprenticeships, and no longer have the funding directly for 
appƌeŶtiĐeships͟ (Interviewee 8, 10/07/2013). 
Therefore, the adeptness of leaders to ͞sell͟ their colleges within local business arenas 
was perceived as extremely important. Indeed, a respondent stated the future of the 
sector is dependent on the effectiveness of its leadership, and that ͞ŵoƌe of the same 
[leadership] will not do͟ (Interviewee 14, 14/11/2013). While respondents stated that a 
Đollege͛s financial sustainability or more broadly, their future is determined by, and 
susceptible to external factors such as competition from the LEP and their leaders͛ 
ability to navigate these factors, others stated that it is equally determined by 
internally facing factors such as the efficiency of a Đollege͛s campus and culture, which 
were seen to become more important in times of austerity. Participants who 
downplayed the risk posed by external forces made confident statements about the 
future of the sector such as, ͞sustainability isŶ͛t about the long term future of the 
oƌgaŶisatioŶ͟ (Interviewee 9, 16/07/2013), because colleges will continue to be 
required to train the ĐouŶtƌǇ͛s labour force: ͞well they [colleges] actually have 
customers who are called students, so ǁe͛ll always have students, for the next 10 years 
ǁe͛ll have students, and our job with students will be the saŵe͟ (Interviewee 2, 
19/05/2013). It was these leaders that saw a leaner and more efficient business model 
as most important for safeguarding Đollege͛s financial sustainability and therefore 
feasibility as a sector, dismissing or disassociating the purpose and future of colleges 
from broader social issues such as sustainable development. 
A Đollege͛s sustainability was cited as being integral to and interdependent with the 
overall health and wellbeing of its internal and external community and linked to an 
example of the importance of paying the living wage to all of its employees. However, 
sustainability as an explicit cultural and stakeholder engagement exercise was 
described as a ͚luǆuƌǇ͛, that would only be considered for implementation when time 
and money were more abundant. Respondents stated their unease at appearing to 
dictate or legislate what constitutes sustainable behaviour and lifestyles, and that as a 
college its purpose is to educate its stakeholders so that they are able to make 
informed choices. It seems therefore that unlike social and economic leadership, 
participants felt uncertain or uneasy about a Đollege͛s role in encouraging what they 
perceive to be the more contentious issue of environmental leadership, or perhaps 
their uncertainty reflected their understanding of the cultural contention between 
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human and environmentally focussed decision. This disassociation from broader social 
issues and reluctance to encourage leadership of environmental sustainability could 
also be indicative of a perceived immunity from environmental change as a sector, or 
that the risks associated with environmental change are too distant for leaders to be 
concerned with now.  
Other respondents stated that cultural development for sustainability would result in 
staff aŶd studeŶts deŵoŶstƌatiŶg iŶheƌeŶt, ďut Ŷot eǆpliĐitlǇ ͚sustaiŶaďle͛, ǀalues aŶd 
actions. While examples of what constituted a sustainable action were not given, 
sustainable values were seen as synonymous with knowledge of markets, energy 
efficiency and the financial bottom line. Not only were college workforces and internal 
culture perceived as being important for colleges to adapt to the changes taking place 
within the sector, it was also recognised that the nature of the workforce may need to 
change so that it is able to deliver the curriculum in demand and to the standard 
required. The Đollege͛s iŶteƌŶal Đultuƌe is theƌefore both vulnerable to external forces, 
notably budget cuts and staffing efficiencies, but is relied upon to support and deliver 
the internal changes that result from business and income diversification: 
͞If ǁe͛ǀe got a right strategy in place, structure follows strategy, so we should have the 
right people in place and then financial should folloǁ͟ (Interviewee 10, 19/07/2013). 
͞The second big issue for me is about focussing on having the right people and 
workforce skills organisationally to meet our aspiration in terms of what we want to 
do͟ (Interviewee 14, 14/11/2013). 
Perceptions of eco-efficiency and sustainability  
Discussions of eco-efficiency were centred on new building developments and the 
delivery and content of curriculum. New buildings were strongly perceived as being 
more conducive (than their existing buildings) for the introduction of technological 
innovation that in turn would introduce greater operational eco-efficiency, enhance 
the content of some curriculum areas, and facilitate leaner curriculum delivery 
methods. Campus eco-efficiency was cited as a significant contributor to the colleges͛ 
overall financial sustainability, especially to those colleges unsuccessful in their 
government capital grant applications and who instead, had to borrow money in order 
to fund new building developments. While this introduced further financial risk, 
respondents described new buildings as necessary for colleges to continue to be 
  
130 
sustainable by meeting the needs of all of its external and internal stakeholders, 
reinforcing that the seĐtoƌ͛s sustainability is also dependent on its appeal and 
relevance. 
For a college to be sustainable, respondents stated that classrooms must be 
modernised (through technological innovation) to support and facilitate growing trends 
of online or distance learning and, the use of portable devices by students: 
͞BeĐoŵiŶg more financially viable; ǁe͛ǀe got to pay for this building. And increasing our 
student numbers, becoming more focussed on the needs of employers and just kind of, 
keep evolving ourselves for the futuƌe͟ (Interviewee 15, 27/11/2013). 
͞I think theƌe͛s a big issue around technology and keeping abreast of the latest 
technological developments and incorporating them into teaching and learning because 
if we doŶ͛t, the students will, and ǁe͛ƌe going to get left behind aƌeŶ͛t ǁe?͟ 
(Interviewee 10, 19/07/2013). 
The reduction in a Đollege͛s paper consumption as a result of both trends, as well as 
other college strategies such as reducing photocopying, were perceived as direct 
contributions to a Đollege͛s environmental and financial sustainability:  
͞It͛s a win-win for the college and the plaŶet͟ (Interviewee 2, 19/05/2013). 
͞If you forget the sustainability side of it, Ǉou͛ll get your payback in ŵoŶeǇ͟ 
(Interviewee 8, 10/07/2013). 
There was also the perception that the growing trend of online or distance learning 
would result in fewer students needing to travel to site and would therefore have 
theoretical subsidiary impacts on travel habits, local congestion, and environmental 
sustainability. The point was raised however that a complete migration to online or 
distance learning could conflict with satisfying regulatory and inspection requirements, 
and as a counter measure, suggested that:  
͞Theƌe͛s a digital spaĐe foƌ a Đollege to ďe at, aŶd theƌe͛s aŶ aŶalogue spaĐe͟ 
(Interviewee 2, 19/05/2013). 
Within discussions of curriculum content, respondents stated that a college is behaving 
sustainably by embedding sustainability into the curriculum demonstrated by 
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volunteered examples (that were either within vocational subject areas, or used 
vocational influences) of the installation of solar panels, rainwater harvesting, or new 
boiler technology. Some new buildings came equipped with these features, but in any 
case vocational classrooms were designed to include these features for demonstration 
and learning purposes. Operational initiatives such as ethical or local procurement of 
food within canteens or waste management were also cited to have educational 
benefits to the students.  
Respondents stated that it is important to both embed sustainability into the 
curriculum, but ensure it is fit for purpose and therefore sustainable by meeting the 
needs of the local economy and responding to the supply and demand of local skills 
requirements. Statements such as ͞the way we integrate sustainability into the 
ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ͟ (Interviewee 5, 17/06/2013) were supported by examples of linking 
curriculum development with industry and creating sustainability through 
employment. By supplying the local labour market, colleges are able to reinforce their 
sustainability by demonstrating their value to their local community and economy.  
A Đollege͛s reputation and financial sustainability were also cited as dependent on the 
development and external assessment of the ͚ƋualitǇ͛ of its curriculum: 
 ͞…BeĐause that [Ofsted] grade determines [which] bids we can apply for, pots of 
money, projects, all of it, and working with employers. So clearly a major focus is to turn 
around that quality and improvement grade so that we can continue to develop our 
curriculum, and our bids, and our broader role within the ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ͟ (Interviewee 5, 
17/06/2013). 
Other key performance indicators such as student enrolments, student attainment, and 
numbers of employers engaged with and capital investment on new building 
deǀelopŵeŶts ǁeƌe also Đited as deŵoŶstƌatiǀe of a Đollege͛s iŵpaĐt, iŵpoƌtaŶt to a 
Đollege͛s ƌeputatioŶ, aŶd theƌefoƌe its sustaiŶaďilitǇ. It ǁas ƌeĐogŶised hoǁeǀeƌ that 
soŵe aspeĐts of a Đollege͛s soĐial ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to sustaiŶaďilitǇ suĐh as the iŶteƌŶal 
culture and behaviours and how this may diffuse into the local external culture are 
immeasurable, but equally valid and necessary for a college to be sustainable. Though 
it was indiscernible to which definition of sustainability participants were referring, the 
fact that people and culture were perceived as important was an encouraging 
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recognition that the sustainability of a business and sustainable development require 
more than the management of quantitative indicators. 
4.ϭ.Ϯ What aƌe leadeƌs’ peƌĐeptioŶs of power and leadership for sustainability within 
FE? 
 This seĐtioŶ ǁill pƌoǀide aŶ aŶalǇsis of ƌespoŶses that desĐƌiďe leadeƌs͛ peƌĐeptioŶs of 
the role and power of colleges to achieve sustainability within the education sector, 
perceptions of how sustainability should be led within the FE sector, and what would 
encourage individual colleges to become leaders of sustainability. 
Reflecting themes discussed in chapter 4.1.1, a strong theme to emerge within 
responses to questions concerning power reinforced the overall interpretation of 
sustainability being synonymous with the social and economic continuity of colleges 
aŶd theiƌ ĐoŵŵuŶities, oƌ as soŵethiŶg that adds ǀalue to a Đollege͛s soĐial aŶd 
economic sustainability. The latter of these was demonstrated by examples of eco-
effiĐieŶĐǇ ǁithiŶ a Đollege͛s opeƌatioŶs, oƌ eduĐatioŶ aďout sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁithiŶ 
curriculum areas that supply local labour demands. Perceptions of leadership and 
poǁeƌ dǇŶaŵiĐs ǁeƌe also ƌeǀealed to diffeƌ depeŶdiŶg oŶ the ƌespoŶdeŶt͛s 
interpretation of sustainability, and the seniority of the respondent; indeed, college 
Principals perceived sustainability within individual colleges as a shared leadership 
endeavour, whereas Vice-PƌiŶĐipals stated it ǁas the ƌole of theiƌ Đollege͛s leader.  
PeƌĐeptioŶs of FE Đolleges’ leadeƌship ƌole ǁithiŶ the education sector   
Responses to this question were divided into two categories: firstly, some respondents 
did not perceive colleges as having a leadership role within the education sector due to 
the perceived investment required for sustainability to be implemented. Secondly, the 
ŵajoƌitǇ of ƌespoŶses iŶstead disĐussed theiƌ Đollege͛s peƌĐeiǀed ƌole as a ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ 
leader, describing sustainability as the continuation of a college and its symbiotic 
relationship with local economic and social conditions, or as an activity that can add 
value to the processes of economic and social improvement either for the college itself, 
or to the local community through its students. In short, sustainability was either 
synonymous with the continuation of a business as usual scenario, or as a tool to 
enhance and refine a business as usual scenario. 
An exceptional result was the perception that a college had suffered financially as a 
result of investing in sustainability delivery within the curriculum, only for it to be 
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undermined by a change in government policy. The strongest theme on the contrary 
was that sustainability is interpreted as a tool for social and economic improvement 
within a college, or as a literal teƌŵ that ďǇ siŵplǇ ͚ďeiŶg͛, a Đollege helps to sustaiŶ the 
local community. 
Respondents who did not perceive a leadership role for FE within the education sector 
stated that HE and schools are better equipped to invest in sustainability as a result of 
their more favourable reputation and greater political influence (compared within FE) 
both of which, it is perceived, have translated into consistently better funding 
conditions. In this regard sustainability was interpreted as something that can only be 
demonstrated operationally. Other participants indicated a broader perception of 
sustainability than operational parameters but also stated that FE compared to other 
sectors is lacking in the knowledge of sustainability and therefore is unable to take a 
lead on it: 
͞…Theƌe aƌe leadeƌs iŶ this [sustaiŶaďilitǇ], aŶd ŵaǇďe ǁe just doŶ͛t kŶoǁ eŶough 
aďout it͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϭϯ, Ϭϴ/ϭϭ/ϮϬϭϯͿ. 
Within the literal interpretation when discussing perceptions of power and leadership, 
respondents described colleges as role models to their local communities who depend 
oŶ a Đollege͛s suĐĐess foƌ ĐoŶtiŶued eĐoŶoŵiĐ aŶd soĐial deǀelopŵeŶt, providing the 
example of college students having a greater tendency to remain in the local 
community after gaining their qualifications (compared to HE), and therefore 
performing a greater role in the creation of local sustainable economies. This effect is 
eŶhaŶĐed thƌough a Đollege͛s ƌelatioŶships ǁith eŵploǇeƌs, ǁhiĐh theŶ iŶfoƌŵ 
curriculum development to suit local skills shortages; therefore, colleges are helping to 
͞ďuild sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶto the ǁoƌkfoƌĐe͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϭϱ, Ϯϳ/ϭϭ/ϮϬϭϯͿ. 
While respondents did not perceive colleges to have a leadership role for sustainability 
within the education sector because of a lack of funding or knowledge, respondents 
gave examples of how colleges are, or should be demonstrating leadership of 
sustainability locally through college eco-efficiency initiatives, inclusion within the 
curriculum, making curriculum fit for local purpose, or as a tool to enhance curriculum 
all of which were also cited as improving the employability of vocational students. 
Though this statement, ͞ďeiŶg aŶ eduĐatoƌ ŵeaŶs Đolleges should plaǇ a ďig ƌole [foƌ 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ]͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϭϲ, ϭϬ/ϭϮ/ϮϬϭϯͿ, as well as another that stated the 
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importance of colleges leading by example to their stakeholders, examples in both 
cases discussed how the eco-efficiency of their new or existing college buildings was 
used as an education tool for students, staff, and the wider community. To lead by 
example was also to invest in sustainability even if it was not the cheapest option, 
however this was described as problematic for a college to remain financially 
accountable to the tax payer, and that sustainable decisions often conflicted with 
͞pƌagŵatiĐ fiŶaŶĐial deĐisioŶs͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϭϱ, Ϯϳ/ϭϭ/ϮϬϭϯͿ. The economic saving 
potential of introducing eco-efficiency within college operations was a strong theme to 
emerge, with the question being raised as to why some colleges have not pursued this 
more enthusiastically. Though the educational function of colleges as local leaders was 
perceived as important for the achievement of sustainability, the incentive to do so and 
the methods to achieve this was less clear. In summary, the clearest vision of a 
college͛s ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to sustainability was as something that colleges should 
demonstrate visually as an operational function within its buildings.  
Unlike perceptions of sustainability and curriculum focussed on the delivery of learning, 
perceptions of a college͛s poǁeƌ foƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶstead foĐussed oŶ ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ 
content. For example, while technology perceived as a tool that should be used to 
make sustainability endemic within curriculum, for sustainability to be embedded 
within the curriculum, more needs to be done than ͞just speŶdiŶg ŵoŶeǇ oŶ it 
[sustaiŶaďilitǇ]͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϭϬ, ϭϵ/Ϭϳ/ϮϬϭϯͿ. Teaching students about sustainability 
ǁas Đited as addiŶg ǀalue to a studeŶt͛s kŶoǁledge aŶd aloŶgside otheƌ eduĐatioŶal 
initiatives such as citizenship, health and wellbeing, and employability skills, students 
would be more adaptive, responsible and educated to contribute to a low carbon 
society. A weaker theme was that sustainability should feature in all curriculum areas 
and that while it is only currently taught within technology courses, the potential for it 
to enhance the curriculum would benefit students in their future employment. This 
perception also conflicts with those who believe a lack of knowledge, time and 
ƌesouƌĐes pƌeǀeŶts sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛s ǁideƌ adoption within the curriculum.  
It was suggested that younger people were more familiar with the sustainability 
discourse and that they could assist colleges in raising awareness and directing 
sustainability action. However, the opportunities available to students were portrayed 
to ďe liŵited as giǀiŶg studeŶts ͚a ǀoiĐe͛ ǁithiŶ Đollege, aŶd ƌespoŶdiŶg to studeŶt 
needs often appeared later on in discussions, and were rarely cited as something that 
should be considered a college priority.  
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Perceptions of sustainability leadership within the FE sector .  
Within discussions surrounding who should take leadership within the FE sector, a 
commonly cited issue that is perceived to prevent or delay leadership of sustainability 
was that of terminology. Respondents stated that sustainability has too many 
connotations and is misunderstood as something that only concerns the environment. 
Terminology issues were revealed within respondents͛ answers themselves where 
sustainability was interchangeably discussed as a business term, but supported by 
examples of eco-efficiency only. For example, the statement, ͞I doŶ͛t thiŶk I haǀe to 
ŵake this [sustaiŶaďilitǇ] a pƌioƌitǇ. I thiŶk it is a giǀeŶ, if Ǉou like, iŶ teƌŵs of suƌǀiǀal͟ 
(Interviewee 16, 10/12/2013), was undermined by using an example of sustainability 
being practiced through the design of a new college building, ͞iŶ teƌŵs of that Ŷeǁ 
ďuild ǁe͛ǀe got goiŶg oŶ at the ŵoŵeŶt, I ŵeaŶ just ǁoƌkiŶg toǁaƌds B‘EEAM 
excellent, excellent is it Đalled?͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϭϲ, 10/12/2013). SustaiŶaďilitǇ͛s 
integration as a college strategic objective was similarly perceived as being 
demonstrated by a single commitment, for example ͞a ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to takiŶg aŶ 
ethiĐal appƌoaĐh to the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͟ (Interviewee 8, 10/07/2013).  
Reflecting terminology confusion, on the oŶe haŶd, ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ ǁas peƌĐeiǀed as 
becoming more important whilst on the other hand, it was perceived as something 
already integrated as ͞the goldeŶ thƌead͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϭϮ, Ϭϲ/ϭϭ/ϮϬϭϯͿ throughout the 
organisation. A weaker but not insignificant theme was that of external interference, 
whereby leadership views sustainability from a broader perspective and as something 
that should ͞ďe paƌt of the lifeďlood of ǁhat aŶ iŶstitutioŶ does. I͛d hate it if it ǁas kiŶd 
of imposed eǆteƌŶallǇ to us͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϱ, ϭϳ/Ϭϲ/ϮϬϭϯͿ, but was juxtaposed against 
supporting examples of hoǁ Đollege ƌestauƌaŶts use a ͚ďuǇ loĐallǇ͛ sĐheŵe and other 
more operational management approaches.  
Terminology issues concerning sustainability were perpetuated further as respondents 
stated that a consensus of meaning relevant to the context of colleges must be 
ƌeaĐhed, ƌedefiŶiŶg sustaiŶaďilitǇ to ƌefleĐt the seĐtoƌ͛s iŵpaĐt oŶ the ĐƌeatioŶ of 
sustainable communities. In this context, sustainability was described as a business 
term that all colleges must fundamentally demonstrate and integrate into the business 
strategy and objectives and its development plans and values, not left on the margins 
to be included only as a peripheral consideration - even if in practice, that appears to 
be exactly what happens when interpreting sustainability holistically.  
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Examining the perceived leadership role of the 157 Group specifically, respondents 
ďelieǀed the gƌoup͛s puƌpose aŶd ƌole is ĐoŶduĐiǀe foƌ leadeƌship of the eco-efficiency 
interpretation of sustainability within the FE sector, specifically through the promotion 
of best practice, leading by example, and lobbying government on behalf of the sector. 
Suggestions of collaboration between 157 Group members were made for the 
purposes of sharing information and best practice for the benefit of the entire FE 
sector, and that a publication of such case studies could be presented to the 
goǀeƌŶŵeŶt to pƌogƌess leadeƌship foƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ aŶd deŵoŶstƌate the seĐtoƌ͛s 
leadership capabilities.  
Whilst respondents stated that the sharing of information regarding sustainability 
within new building developments or operational improvements could have 
competition issues, it was suggested that championing the education opportunity 
presented by sustainability to government could help to generate political interest, and 
translate into additional funding opportunities, stating that the greater the shared 
knowledge of any subject dictates the importance of it across the sector. Volunteered 
examples of best practice referred to education about sustainability within horticulture 
ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ, the Đollege͛s ĐateƌiŶg pƌoǀisioŶ, aŶd that uŶsustaiŶaďle pƌaĐtiĐes suĐh as 
printing off course materials could be reflective of an unfit for purpose curriculum.  
With this in mind, it was suggested that the 157 Group as customers of awarding 
bodies could make demands for qualifications and curriculum delivery to discourage 
unsustainable practices such as printing. Similarly, it was stated that there should be 
shaƌed leadeƌship ďetǁeeŶ a Đollege͛s seŶioƌ leadeƌs aŶd ǀoĐatioŶal teaĐheƌs to eŶsuƌe 
that curriculum content is relevant and reflective of industry practices, but this was 
regarding the sustainability of the sector rather than for the shared leadership of 
education for sustainability.  
Despite this enthusiasm, respondents perceived the responsibility of sustainability 
leadership as best belonging to a new sector based group made up of like-minded, 
passionate members whose colleges exemplify sustainability as sustainability is not and 
will not be high on the 15ϳ Gƌoup͛s loďďǇiŶg ageŶda ďeĐause sustainability has ͞goŶe 
off the ďoil͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϭ, Ϭϵ/Ϭϱ/ϮϬϭϯͿ as a governmental priority. The responsibility 
for sustainability leadership was perceived to belong to another sector membership 
group, the AoC, and that the roles and responsibilities of all sector member or advisory 
groups should be more clearly defined.  
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Responses from non-157 Group colleges also cited the benefits of collaboration; while 
on the one hand it was stated that colleges should lead themselves by working 
togetheƌ ƌegioŶallǇ thƌough speĐifiĐ ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ foƌuŵs, an opposing view was that 
that BIS should lead sustainability within the sector, and that top-down policy is the 
only method by which sustainability will gain traction and credibility. It was specifically 
stated that sustainability should be included within curriculum, but that many teachers 
do not understand the wider context or relevance to their subject areas and should 
ƌeĐeiǀe guidaŶĐe fƌoŵ the aǁaƌdiŶg ďodies aŶd goǀeƌŶŵeŶt. FolloǁiŶg iŶdustƌǇ͛s lead 
to develop sustainability within certain curriculum areas was seen as important, but 
colleges would not be able to do this for all curriculum areas. Other respondents stated 
that it will be the expectations of students that will lead to sustainability being 
integrated into curriculum but in the meantime, sustainability is and will remain an 
add-oŶ. This ƌeiŶfoƌĐes a ĐoŶsisteŶt peƌĐeptioŶ that uŶlike ͞sustaiŶaďilitǇ͟ foƌ which 
leaders adopt responsibility, the power for sustainability is perceived to rest with 
students, the government, and an individual within the college or group of individuals 
within the sector. 
Other suggestions for leadership cited the benefits of individual experts within 
individual colleges and within the sector: ͞soŵeoŶe Ŷeeds to dƌiǀe it, ďut Ŷot the 
PƌiŶĐipal͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee Ϯ, ϭϵ/Ϭϱ/ϮϬϭϯͿ, however it was recognised that designating 
responsibility onto an individual could perpetuate terminology and interpretation 
issues. Indeed, the consistent view was that leadership for sustainability must be 
distƌiďuted, that shaƌed oǁŶeƌship aĐhieǀes ŵoƌe thaŶ it ďeiŶg just oŶe peƌsoŶ͛s ƌole, 
and senior leaders must create a culture that supports and communicates the need for 
individual ownership of sustainability – however it was unclear as to which 
interpretation of sustainability they were referring. 
What would encourage individual colleges to become leaders of sustainability?  
The strongest theme to emerge within discussions of whom, or what would encourage 
colleges to become leaders of sustainability was the direct or indirect financial 
incentive, however overall sustainability was not expressed as something colleges (or 
their leaders) wish to lead on. Rather, it was perceived as a tool to assist colleges 
continued presence as leaders within the community. While the overall interpretation 
of sustainability was again synonymous with organisational survival, the financial 
incentive to engage with sustainability as a business enhancement tool (operationally 
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or through curriculum) for the overall sustainability of the business was the strong 
focus of responses.  
Respondents stated that sustainability will become commercially advantageous, but 
currently is not, and that the impact of any sustainability investment must be 
measurable and deliver financial returns. Indeed, it was perceived that only when the 
seĐtoƌ͛s fuŶdiŶg ĐoŶditioŶs iŵpƌoǀe ǁould theƌe ďe ŵoŶeǇ ͞to iŶdulge iŶ thiŶgs like 
that [sustaiŶaďilitǇ]͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϭϭ, Ϯϱ/ϭϬ/ϮϬϭϯͿ. However, rising operational running 
costs and potential efficiency savings have already incentivised many colleges to invest 
in eco-efficiency within existing and new building developments. The pursuit of 
environmental management system (EMS) accreditation was seen as operationally 
important and could also generate some positive publicity. Indeed, publicity and 
recognition as an incentive for green initiatives was a strong theme with leaders stating 
it has had a positiǀe iŵpaĐt oŶ the Đollege͛s ďƌaŶd ideŶtitǇ.  
Sustainability was also perceived to add value to existing curriculum and operational 
activities, specifically that by teaching students about sustainability could provide them 
with a competitive advantage when applying for jobs, which in turn could have a 
positiǀe iŵpaĐt oŶ the Đollege͛s ƌeputatioŶ. IŶĐƌeasiŶg staff aŶd studeŶt͛s aǁaƌeŶess of 
sustainability when within college was also perceived as a method of improving overall 
effiĐieŶĐǇ aŶd effeĐtiǀeŶess. Hoǁeǀeƌ, the seĐtoƌ͛s aďilitǇ to teaĐh sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁas 
brought into question, and that nationally colleges do not receive enough direction in 
order to fill the existing sustainability knowledge gap.  
In addition to the financial incentive, the customer demand incentive was also a strong 
theme whereby it was believed that colleges would be encouraged to engage more 
with sustainability as a result of the expectations of students and younger generations 
who have a better understanding of sustainability. Alternatively it was believed that a 
shift in culture and values, with bottom-up demands from staff and students would 
encourage colleges to engage with sustainability. This suggests a broader 
understanding of sustainable development than that which simply requires 
technological interventions. What was not clear however was what level of 
engagement with sustainable development participants believed is required for a 
change in culture and values.  Finally, when asked if a commitment to sustainability 
should be mandatory, the prevailing response was non-committal, however the only 
alternative view was that it should not be mandatory.  
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IŶ ĐoŶĐlusioŶ, leadeƌs͛ peƌĐeptioŶs of poǁeƌ aŶd leadership for sustainability within the 
FE sector were dependent on the interpretation of sustainability. Leaders were keen to 
express responsibility and ownership of the sustainability of their college (recognised 
as also contributing to the overall sectoƌ͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇͿ ǁheŶ disĐussiŶg ďusiŶess 
continuity, however within discussions surrounding the holistic understanding of 
sustainability, there was significant evidence of power pointing, largely directed at the 
government, where financial incentive and/ or rewards, as well as recognition were 
cited as the two most significant factors that would provide the impetus for colleges to 
invest in sustainability. The notion of investment however was contradicted by the use 
of terminology relating to the college aŶd loĐal ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ, ǁheƌe the 
role of colleges to the sustainability agenda was perceived to be the continuation of 
educating local people to satisfy local skills and economic needs and therefore ensuring 
the sustainability of colleges themselves. To this, college leaders indicated a strong 
leadership role.  
4.1.3 How are FE colleges perceived to contribute to sustainable development? 
Reflecting the dominant themes to emerge within discussions of perceptions and 
power for sustainability, eco-efficiency and organisational sustainability were the two 
dominant themes to emerge when discussing examples of sustainability in practice. 
Respondents commonly gave examples of both, describing the implementation of eco-
efficiency activities that were perceived to mitigate the environmental impact of 
existing college activities, and financial and socially embedded strategies to ensure 
organisational sustainability, for example: ͞“o at oŶe leǀel it͛s aďout ďuildiŶgs aŶd the 
practical stuff, and at aŶotheƌ leǀel it͛s just a diffeƌeŶt ǁaǇ of opeƌatiŶg ǁithiŶ ouƌ 
ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϭϲ, ϭϬ/ϭϮ/ϮϬϭϯͿ. 
A strong theme to emerge within examples of sustainability in practice was waste 
management, most notably the introduction of recycling initiatives and recycling bins 
across college campuses (which was also cited as a tool to communicate the Đollege͛s 
commitment to sustainability to stakeholders), with other examples of donating 
furniture to charity, composting food waste, and reducing paper waste through 
printing and photocopying strategies. Examples of using waste management within 
vocational curriculum areas were also given such as a recycled clothing project carried 
out by fashion students, and an initiative to fuel the college van from waste cooking oil 
and were also believed to be demonstrative of sustainability being embedded within 
the Đollege͛s curriculum as well as important for raising awareness within the college 
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community: ͞I think all the initiatives ǁe͛ƌe doing with the curriculum, things like ͚ŵeŶd 
not speŶd͛ and we started off running the college van on chip fat, that͛s then gone over 
to engineering and theǇ͛ƌe embedding that into the curriculum. I think what ǁe͛ǀe done 
in the curriculum is really, I think ǁe͛ǀe made some great, ǁe͛ǀe made some big strides 
theƌe͟ (Interviewee 8, 10/07/2013).  
New building developments or building refurbishments was the strongest theme to 
emerge and was perceived as being the most significant contribution a college could 
make to sustainability by either the attainment of BREEAM ͚eǆĐelleŶt͛ or ͚ǀeƌǇ good͛ 
standards, the inclusion of renewable energy sources, and reducing resource and 
energy demands through the introduction of rainwater harvesting or double glazing: ͞I 
suppose our buildings are a good example of two new builds where sustainability has 
been embedded throughout the core of the deǀelopŵeŶt͟ (Interviewee 15, 
27/11/2013).  
Introducing renewable energy sources was also cited as a teaching and learning 
opportunity, particularly for students within construction and engineering curriculum 
areas.  New building developments were perceived to offer opportunities to develop 
in-house energy management systems and expertise to identify potential energy and 
cost savings that would also reduce the Đollege͛s carbon footprint. The procurement of 
local goods, labour and services for the construction of new buildings, and the use of 
college or locally grown food within the Đollege͛s catering provision were perceived to 
be both good for the environment, and the local economy. Similarly, the statutory 
requirement of all new college building developments to implement ͚GƌeeŶ Travel 
PlaŶs͛, often demonstrated through specific initiatives such as cycle to work schemes, 
car park management schemes, and reducing the cost of business travel were cited by 
several respondents as examples of environmental and financial sustainability in 
practice. 
The alternative focus of responses surrounded sustainability being used as a term 
synonymous with business continuity, providing examples that described the 
refinement and improvement of existing college activities to ensure financial 
sustainability, or financial growth opportunities. Indeed, one respondent stated: ͞What 
is sustainable growth? Is it growing 1-2% a year? My sense is it͛s just making sure that 
the business continues to be fit for purpose and respond to a changing laŶdsĐape͟ 
(Interviewee 14, 14/11/2013). Several respondents cited the increased ability of 
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colleges working as a group rather than individually to develop ideas that were cited as 
solutions to the sustainability of the sector: ͞eŶtƌepƌeŶeuƌial leadership, different 
modes of delivery, procurement channels, theǇ͛ƌe all aspects of sustainable 
deǀelopŵeŶt͟ (Interviewee 7, 02/07/2013).  
Further examples of college activities that were perceived to contribute to the overall 
sustainability of the college focussed on a Đollege͛s ability to meet local employment 
and economic needs through either the development of partnerships with local 
businesses, or ensuring the sustainability and adaptability of a Đollege͛s workforce to 
changing local needs through the development of teaching and learning improvement 
groups and staff training schemes:  
͞It͛s really kind of looking at tapping into what an employer needs in a locality and 
developing a local ǁoƌkfoƌĐe͟ (Interviewee 15, 27/11/2013).  
͞I think the training that ǁe͛ǀe done at senior management level is invaluable for 
raising awareness and changing mind-sets about what sustainable development is in 
terms of the whole corporate social responsibility thiŶg͟ (Interviewee 8, 10/07/2013). 
As part of its corporate social responsibility, another stated that the college had 
committed to paying the living wage to all employees as part of its local employment 
strategy.  
Perceptions of barriers and solutions to sustainability in practice  
Respondents did not distinguish any notable differences between perceived existing 
barriers to sustainability and barriers that may emerge in the future. In both cases, the 
most significant and commonly cited barrier was that of finance, but in itself was self-
evident of other themes such as barriers of culture and terminology. Respondents 
acknowledged that the barriers to sustainability are dependent on its interpretation, 
and that cost and conflicting financial priorities are only barriers when sustainability is 
perceived as something that involves buildings and eco-efficiency. This perception 
revealed an additional terminology issue as those respondents discussing the barriers 
of terminology were interpreting sustainability as a term synonymous with business 
continuity. In these cases, respondents stated that there should not be any barriers to 
sustainability as every college will or should be thinking about sustainability, knowingly 
or not. Indeed, one respondent stated: ͞I think if an organisation is run properly and 
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works with industry appropriately, I doŶ͛t think there should be any barriers to doing it 
aĐtuallǇ͟ (Interviewee 11, 25/10/2013). 
In those cases where it was perceived that colleges had exhausted short-term pay back 
efficiency improvements, it was cultural barriers such as resistance to change, rather 
than financial barriers, that presented a more significant challenge to colleges: ͞“o 
ǁe͛ǀe done that stuff that͛s within our control, so the next big barrier really is about 
existing cultural or individual Ŷoƌŵs͟ (Interviewee 4, 07/06/2013). This perception 
again reveals an acknowledgement of sustainability not just being about operational 
savings, or that operational savings can only achieve so much, and that further 
operational initiatives that are within the useƌ͛s control depend on cultural 
cooperation. Indeed, participants stated that cultural and attitudinal barriers were 
perceived to be due to and exacerbated by the esoteric language associated with 
sustainability: ͞I think one of the issues for certain aspects, generational aspects really 
of people who work here is the notion of what sustainable means, and if they start to 
think about the green agenda you then start to make the quantum leap between the 
type of people who are into sustainabilitǇ͟ (Interviewee 2, 19/05/2013). Indeed, the 
negative connotations associated with sustainability have been further aggravated by 
the implementation of ͚gƌeeŶ͛ initiatives that enforced behaviour changes, and that 
schemes to reduce staff photocopying and printing allowances, and travel plan related 
initiatives such as the reduction in staff car parking availability, or reducing staff 
business mileage allowances have only strengthened cultural resistance.  
Cultural changes were perceived to have been made even more difficult by national 
economic and political issues, stating that the combined impact of an economic 
recession and sustainability ͞falliŶg off the politiĐal ageŶda͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϰ, 
07/06/2013) has led to the perception that sustainability is not perceived as a priority, 
and can only be addressed when money is available. Indeed, respondents stated that 
sustainability would become more important over coming years as the economy 
recovers. Within this context, sustainaďilitǇ is peƌĐeiǀed as aŶ ͚additioŶal͛ aĐtiǀitǇ 
requiring financial or human resource investment both of which are increasingly 
eǆpeĐted to do ŵoƌe ǁith less: ͞ǁe͛ƌe eǆpeĐted to deliǀeƌ, all the tiŵe ǁithiŶ aŶ eǀeƌ 
reducing amount of funding, and the funding that we used to be able to spend on 
eŵploǇaďilitǇ oƌ spoƌt oƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ oƌ goiŶg to theatƌe, all that ŵoŶeǇ ǁeŶt didŶ͛t 
it? That eŶƌiĐhŵeŶt fuŶdiŶg all ǁeŶt aŶd Ŷoǁ ǁe͛ƌe ďeiŶg sƋueezed oŶ ouƌ pƌogƌaŵŵe 
of studǇ, ǁe͛ƌe ďeiŶg sƋueezed oŶ adult eduĐation, so finding the money to spend on 
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deliǀeƌiŶg these [sustaiŶaďilitǇ] ideas to studeŶts is diffiĐult͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϭϯ, 
08/11/2013). 
Unsurprisingly the investment required for buildings to be brought up to standard or to 
change the curriculum was perceived to prevent colleges from engaging in 
transformative sustainability: ͞It͛s aďout that tƌaŶsfoƌŵatioŶ of stuff, that͛s the 
problem. You know, the normal kind of, reducing staff using their own cars and using 
buses is something we can do and we can initiatives and have incentives, but to really 
Đƌeate that tƌaŶsfoƌŵatioŶal ĐhaŶge aƌouŶd desigŶ aŶd deliǀeƌǇ, ǁe͛d Ŷeed a 
diffeƌeŶtlǇ leǀel of iŶǀestŵeŶt͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee ϱ, ϭϳ/Ϭϲ/ϮϬϭϯͿ. Unlike earlier perceptions 
that acknowledged the importance and role of cultural attitudes, this perception aligns 
cultural change with the requirement to financially invest – something that would not 
be required under cultural conditions conducive for sustainable development.  
Demonstrating value for money on sustainability investments was another issue that 
was expected to become increasingly acute as colleges are required to become more 
financially independent: in this context, barriers of organisational survival and 
competition were perceived as fundamental barriers to further engagement with 
sustainability. The value and return on investment of engaging with sustainability have 
also ďeeŶ ŶegatiǀelǇ iŶflueŶĐed ďǇ the ĐoŶditioŶs ofteŶ attaĐhed to ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ 
funding streams, and the perceived lack of demand or interest from industry for 
students with skills in sustainability. Consequently sustainability is perceived to present 
an additional expense, and therefore the perception was that funding for sustainability 
initiatives would always be limited.  
Competing priorities and demands were also perceived as barriers to implementing 
sustainability within the curriculum, and that these barriers are exacerbated by historic 
and ongoing changing government policies. It was this issue in particular that was 
perceived to have led to colleges being unable to predict longer term trends, and that 
the seĐtoƌ͛s perpetual state of adaptation has led to the sector being driven by funding 
policy rather than education strategy, a state that is counterintuitive to the long term 
decision making required for sustainability. A less common but nonetheless interesting 
perspective was that the current funding system rewards unsustainability, but may be 
inhibiting positive examples of environmental and social sustainability at an individual 
college level.  Nevertheless, statements such as ͞I think the bit ǁe͛ƌe not doing is giving 
our students enough information about this [sustainability] agenda, I think ǁe͛ƌe not 
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doing that, I think ǁe͛ǀe got to do more about that͟ (Interviewee 2, 19/05/2013), were 
overwhelmed by the opinion that a Đollege͛s curriculum must remain focussed on local 
economic needs by providing employable students who can secure sustainable jobs.  
Of note was the perception that the seĐtoƌ͛s reputation is a barrier to the sustainability 
of the sector itself, and that the perceived purpose and reputation of the sector is self–
replicating as a consequence of the expectation of colleges to produce skilled labourers 
for the local economy only, and not the high profile, typically university educated 
leaders who develop, implement, and change policies that ultimately impact on FE 
colleges.  
Perceived best methods of implementing sustainability   
Unlike perceived barriers to sustainability, which were dependent on the interpretation 
of sustainability, leadership for cultural change was the strongest theme to emerge as a 
solution to overcoming barriers for sustainability irrespectively of its interpretation. 
The role of leadership for creating organisational cultures conducive for sustainability 
was strongest perceived solution to overcoming financial and cultural barriers, 
however there was disagreement as to whether this should be through distributed 
internal leadership, or external leadership direction from the local business community. 
An additional and related perspective emerged whereby it was believed that a college 
must focus on what it delivers rather than how it is delivered, therefore requiring less 
attention on new buildings and a Đollege͛s physical identity and greater collaboration 
and diversification with local business to ensure that students leave college with the 
appropriate skills to meet local economic needs. Pedagogical content is therefore being 
thought about, but only in socio-economical terms, and therefore not education for 
sustainable development. The role of a Đollege͛s workforce for achieving organisational 
sustainability was also discussed and that for a Đollege͛s pedagogical offer to remain 
relevant, instead of teachers the sector requires a workforce of practitioners with up to 
date industrial experience: ͞a lot of the staff we employ came into the sector to teach, 
and the new Ofsted framework and everything else is now very much focussed on 
learning, rather than necessarily teaĐhiŶg͟ (Interviewee 7, 02/07/2013). This perceived 
requirement was discussed as being culturally contentious and presents a challenge 
when considering the demographical nature of FE teaching staff. Nevertheless, in order 
to overcome cultural barriers to the changes required for organisational sustainability, 
respondents stated that it is the role of college leaders to communicate the rationale 
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for change, and that resistance to change is often as a result of mismanaged cultural 
expectations, particularly in the transition between old and new ways of working and 
indeed old and new workplaces: ͞it͛s around recognising that more of the same ǁoŶ͛t 
sustain itself; theƌe͛s the need for more flexibility in terms of working, in terms of the 
contracts that we offer and the recognition that you know, there͛s an agility to get to 
the market place in terms of how and what we deliver needs to ĐhaŶge͟ (Interviewee 
14, 14/11/2013). Though discussing organisational sustainability, this statement would 
indeed also be relevant for the changes required for sustainability. 
When discussing solutions to the cultural barriers experienced towards sustainability as 
a holistic term (rather than as a term synonymous with organisational sustainability), 
compelling senior leadership support and endorsement of sustainability was perceived 
as critical in order for it to be perceived as a priority: ͞I think it does get disseminated 
down, where there is genuine support for it, from the top coming doǁŶ͟ (Interviewee 6, 
01/07/2013). Respondents stated that to overcome barriers to engagement by senior 
leadership teams and governing bodies, the reputational and financial benefits of 
engaging with sustainability should be demonstrated, again revealing a terminology 
issue that sustainability is something that requires significant investment. This 
perception was supported further by statements which focussed on distributed 
leadership and innovation for sustainability: ͞so you need your senior management 
team to be totally committed, on board, and to motivate and encourage the staff to 
find ways of doing things, because that͛s what FE is really good at isŶ͛t it; finding ways 
of doing things when you haǀeŶ͛t got any money͟ (Interviewee 13, 08/11/2013). 
Indeed, respondents stated that sustainability is affordable and should be integrated 
into optimising the efficiency and effectiveness of all college products and services, or 
as one respondent stated: ͞sustaiŶaďilitǇ, it͛s just good housekeeping and makes good 
economic seŶse͟ (Interviewee 3, 22/05/2013). However, a countering view was that 
such language leads to negative cultural perceptions that sustainability is expendable 
during times of austerity.  
While senior leadership was perceived as the most effective method of endorsing 
sustainability at an organisational level, respondents stated that for raising awareness 
and implementing sustainability at an operational level, distributed leadership through 
dedicated ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ offiĐeƌ͛ posts, internal champions, or in house expertise were 
required for building leadership capacity throughout the organisation. Distributed 
leadership and education were also perceived as the most effective methods of 
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resolving the inaccessibility of sustainability terminology. Respondents stated that 
educating staff and students through the adaptation of language and incentives 
relative to individual or departmental contexts are more effective methods of 
engagement than dictating behaviour. Indeed, it was hypothesised that the current 
definition of sustainability evokes negative perceptions amongst staff due to the 
implementation of initiatives that have led to financial sacrifice or personal 
inconvenience.  
The role of strategy and strategic planning to ensure leadership and accountability for 
sustainability using both of its interpretations was discussed whereby it was either 
perceived to be integral to the organisational purpose, the core objective, or the 
strategic ambition of the college, or included within other strategic objectives to ensure 
it is considered as a strategic, rather than silo activity: ͞In a college environment, you 
haǀe got to ǁoƌk to uŶdeƌstaŶd ǁhǇ oƌ hoǁ it͛s a stƌategiĐ pƌioƌitǇ, Ŷot as just a 
standalone but as part of your other strategic priorities. What part does it play?͟ 
(Interviewee 4, 07/06/2013).  
The inherent nature of leadership as the most common solution to overcoming barriers 
to sustainability relies on power and its distribution within a college, however this was 
undermined by perceptions that the locus of leadership rests with external 
stakeholders of the college. For example, the barriers of time and money would be 
overcome if prospective students were to demonstrate a demand for sustainability 
from colleges, or if the government was to produce sector specific guidance and 
leadership: ͞theƌe aƌe Ŷo Đleaƌ sigŶals aƌe theƌe? OŶly when it comes to buildings: there 
aƌe Ŷo Đleaƌ sigŶals aďout ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ, teaĐhiŶg aŶd leaƌŶiŶg, Đost effeĐtiǀeŶess͟ 
(Interviewee 13, 08/11/2013).  
Though it was believed that colleges would gain greater positive publicity if they were 
graded on sustainaďilitǇ as paƌt of the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s iŶspeĐtioŶ fƌaŵeǁoƌk, this came 
into conflict with the perception that colleges should decide upon their own priorities 
irrespectively of government policy: ͞I suppose I Đould aƌgue that it͛s aďout tiŵe ǁe 
started getting in front of government thinking, rather than wait for it to be done to us, 
Ŷoǁ that͛s alǁaǇs a ǀeƌǇ easǇ thiŶg to saǇ aŶd ǀeƌǇ diffiĐult to do, ďut the ŵoƌe that ǁe 
ĐaŶ soƌt ouƌselǀes out, the less ƌeliaŶt ǁe ďeĐoŵe oŶ the politiĐal ageŶda͟ ;IŶteƌǀieǁee 
7, 02/07/2013).  
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To conclude, FE colleges are perceived to contribute to sustainable development 
externally through their continuation and therefore contribution to local economic and 
societal sustainability. They are also perceived to contribute through internally led eco-
efficiency initiatives such as the introduction of waste management practices and the 
improvement of existing or new buildings to reduce energy consumption. Commonly 
Đited ďaƌƌieƌs to a Đolleges͛ aďilitǇ to ĐoŶtƌiďute to sustaiŶaďle development were 
largely financial, however participants recognised that barriers to sustainability were 
dependent on its interpretation and if interpreted in its literal sense, there should be 
no barriers as all colleges should be prioritising their sustainability. 
4.1.4 Conclusion  
Perceptions and strategy  
Dominant perceptions of sustainability as a term were largely synonymous with 
business continuity and maintaining (but improving) the status quo. Such 
improvements were believed to be achievable in part through the other dominant 
perception of sustainability, which was based on eco-efficiency. Therefore whilst 
participants indicated two interpretations, it became clear that environmental 
sustainability was perceived as an important factor in achieving overall organisational 
sustainability.  
How sustainability is interpreted emerged to be the most significant factor when 
determining whether or not it is perceived as an explicit or implicit issue for colleges 
over a strategic time frame. When considering the mid to long-term issues facing 
colleges, leaders described issues only that referred to the social and financial facets of 
sustaining the college as a business. References to a more holistic interpretation of 
sustainability were limited to examples of eco-efficiency, described as part of the 
overall solution to reducing costs and achieving financial sustainability.  
This reveals a disconnect whereby participants referred to both sustainability and 
energy efficiency, differentiating sustainability as a business term from the wider, more 
holistic notion of ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ which was often disjointed from the main narrative. 
This suggests that while the sustainability of colleges is of critical importance to its 
leaders, the holistic interpretation of sustainable development is not being addressed 
when considering how the sustainability of a college will be achieved. It emerged as 
being important to many of the respondents that their college buildings are ͞fit for 
puƌpose͟, ͞suitaďle for the 21st ĐeŶtuƌǇ͟ and able to ͞ŵeet future Ŷeeds͟, but suggests 
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that only college buildings and their environmental footprint (including how curriculum 
is delivered) are viewed as demonstrative of a college͛s sustainability. This 
management approach reflects one of the most common management approaches 
identified within HE by Hopkinson et al (2004), Brinkhurst et al (2011) and Bessant et al 
(2015) previously mentioned in chapter 2.2.1; namely, this approach focuses on 
campus operations and environmental management to reduce the environmental 
impact of university activities. 
Despite this seemingly noble intention, references to reducing a Đollege͛s 
environmental impact were in all cases portrayed as a ͚ďoŶus͛ to existing plans rather 
than a motive in itself. The purpose of sustainability is to ensure – at minimum – 
business survival, but ideally to facilitate business growth, and was not perceived as 
being counterintuitive to environmental protection.  
Perceptions and power  
Discussions surrounding power and leadership for sustainability were dependent on 
the terminology used; while leaders described a clear leadership role within the local 
community, this was exclusively referenced as being for the benefit of local economic 
and social sustainability. PaƌtiĐipaŶts͛ responses suggested uncertainty concerning their 
leadership role with respect to sustainability as a holistic term; indeed, participants 
stated that their leadership role depended on the interpretation of sustainability. On 
the one hand, leaders belonging to the 157 Group were uncertain about the gƌoup͛s 
leadership role with respect to sustainability as a holistic term. Other than lobbying 
awarding bodies to discourage unsustainable practices across the sector (such as 
printing and photocopying), a general consensus emerged whereby sector 
sustainability leadership was perceived to be the role of either the AoC, or a new group 
made up of ͚like-ŵiŶded͛ individuals. Such perceptions of responsibility passively 
suggest the perception of a common barrier held by academics within HE, which, as 
identified by Dawe et al (2005), Jones et al (2010), Safarzynska et al (2012) and Christie 
et al (2014) (see chapter 2.2.1), whereby a lack of sustainability engagement is due to a 
perceived lack of awareness or expertise. By extension, this is suggestive of the 
perception that sustainability is a ͚ŶiĐhe͛ subject, to which one must become expert in 
order to practice. Extrapolating this further, sustainability is therefore perceived as a 
linear, rather than systemic concept. This is discussed further in chapter 5.1.1. 
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When using sustainability as a business continuity term, leaders belonging to the 157 
Group stated that the group had a leadership role in ensuring that the curriculum 
provided by colleges remains relevant and reflective of industry practices. Conversely, 
when discussing the more holistic term, participants expressed concern that unless 
endorsed or encouraged by government or industry (and with financial incentives for 
doing so), or demanded by students (who were perceived to know more about it), 
sustainability would struggle to gain traction. Indeed, the perceived lack of political 
interest was also cited as having exacerbated barriers to sustainability within the sector 
such as cultural resistance. Participants stated also that only if colleges were to be 
graded on sustainability through the regulatory framework would sustainability be 
taken seriously, however it was also stated that a Đollege͛s role is to educate so that 
informed choices could be made, and not to legislate what people should and should 
not do. This conflicts with the perception that sustainability is the responsibility of a 
designated person, (suggesting that it is not the PƌiŶĐipal͛s role), though there was 
recognition of the limitations that this would bring to the role and how sustainability is 
perceived, reinforcing Krizek et al (2012) whereby ordaining responsibility to an 
individual or specific group can restrict a wider appreciation that it is eǀeƌǇďodǇ͛s 
responsibility. 
On the whole, when discussing perceptions of power for sustainability leadership, a 
consensus was revealed whereby distributed leadership was seen as necessary in order 
to overcome some of the cultural barriers associated with either interpretation of 
sustainability, as both require changes to existing practices. Indeed, whilst it was stated 
that it is a leader͛s role to provide strategic visioning within a college, distributed 
leadership is more appropriate for the implementation of change at a more operational 
level. Though this is heartening in some respects, reflecting the need for distributed 
leadership but senior led endorsement as identified by Ferdig (2007) and Brinkhurst et 
al (2011) in chapter 2.3.2, the fact that such perceptions of ͚shaƌed oǁŶeƌship͛ typically 
came from Principals themselves, this could be construed as their lack of ownership, 
possibly because of a perception that sustainability is not a priority worthy of their time 
or focus. 
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Perceptions and practice  
Perceptions of sustainability in practice were again dominated by the dual 
interpretations of sustainability. Respondents began by stating that sustainability is not 
just about eco-efficiency initiatives such as recycling or building improvements, and 
discussions broadened out to reveal a wider recognition of holistic sustainability, 
cultural change and multi-level leadership. However, in almost all cases, initial 
statements of sustainability not just being about eco-efficiency or buildings were later 
undermined by volunteered examples of how colleges are contributing to sustainable 
development exclusively referring to eco-efficiency initiatives. Such perceptions reflect 
those given by leaders ǁithiŶ HE iŶ Wƌight aŶd WiltoŶ͛s ϮϬϭϮ studǇ ǁheƌeďǇ seŶioƌ 
leaders considered their commitment to sustainability sufficient if campus greening 
initiatives were being funded.  
Sustainability and eco-efficiency though referred to as separate concepts were 
described as having a compatible relationship whereby eco-efficiency is able to assist in 
the refinement of business models and therefore assisting in the Đollege͛s overall 
financial sustainability. With pride and purpose, respondents described their college͛s 
accountability to the social and economic wellbeing of their communities, using the 
term sustainability to describe the improvement and longevity of the college and its 
community, and referencing the purpose of eco-efficiency and environmental 
mitigation as contributing to the further development of both. This further highlights 
an emerging trend that the economic and social performance of colleges are seen as 
vital to ensure the sustainability of the college with environmental sustainability only 
adding value, where possible, to this endeavour. While this conflicts with another 
common perception that finance is a barrier to implementing sustainability (a common 
barrier perceived by those in FE as identified by Kythreotis [2011]), cultural barriers 
were frequently cited as the next significant barrier reflecting the most common 
barriers identified within HE (see chapter 2.2.1), inflamed by the terminology and 
connotations associated with sustainability and sustainable development. Interestingly, 
some believed that the reputation of the sector itself is a barrier to the seĐtoƌs͛ 
sustainability. 
When discussing eco-efficiency and the importance of external relationships, 
respondents did not clarify whether these are necessary in order for a college to be 
sustainable, or, that because eco-efficiency and building external relationships are core 
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college activities, by virtue colleges are behaving sustainably, or are taking the 
necessary steps to achieve sustainability. 
4.2 Focus group results  
The following section presents the analysis of dominant themes revealed within focus 
group discussions, with sub-chapters corresponding to an over-arching theme 
interrogated within the research questions – perception, power, and practice.  
4.2.1 Sustainability perceptions and practices  
When participants were asked to describe their interpretations of sustainability, 
discussions focussed on the environmental facet of sustainability, most notably eco-
efficiency. Included within all discussions were examples of more efficient use of 
energy and resources (some participants alluded to the Brundtland definition stating 
resources should be saved for future generations), reducing and recycling waste, 
reduciŶg the Đollege͛s ĐaƌďoŶ footpƌiŶt, aŶd deǀelopiŶg ƌeŶeǁaďle eŶeƌgǇ. Where 
responses were less specific, participants stated sustainability is synonymous with 
͞soŵethiŶg that lasts͟ ;FGϭ ϭϱ/ϭϭ/ϮϬϭϯ, FGϰ Ϭϭ/Ϭϰ/ϭϰ, FGϱ Ϯϵ/Ϭϱ/ϮϬϭϰͿ, ͞the 
environment and green issues͟ ;FGϭ ϭϱ/ϭϭ/ϮϬϭϯ, FGϮ ϮϬ/ϬϮ/ϮϬϭϰ, FGϯ ϭϵ/Ϭϯ/ϮϬϭϰͿ, 
͞ŵaiŶtaiŶiŶg a ďalaŶĐe͟ ;FG ϱ, Ϯϵ/Ϭϱ/ϮϬϭϰͿ, oƌ to ͞ƌeduĐe the iŵpaĐt ǁe͛ƌe haǀiŶg oŶ 
the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt, Ŷot ĐaƌƌǇ oŶ as ǁe aƌe͟ ;FG ϭ, ϭϱ/ϭϭ/ϮϬϭϯͿ. Though this Đould ďe as a 
result of the majority of focus group participants belonging to operational functions, 
such as estates and buildings or facilities management, this dominant interpretation 
reflects those revealed within the analysis of leadership interviews and publicly 
available documents. In only one focus group did a member of the senior management 
team participate, and academic participants were from construction and the built 
environment, enrichment and tutorials, art and design, or business studies. These 
trends are again reflective of the common perceptions of academic relevance, and 
correspond with examples of sustainability in curriculum practice. 
Discussions focussed on sustainability within the college, and quickly evolved from 
perceptions of the meaning of sustainability, to a perceived conflict of interest with 
college and economic development. While respondents stated that sustainability is 
about personal and sector survival, an implicit consensus emerged where sustainability 
was perceived as something that should add value to existing processes, but not hinder 
oƌ ƌeǀeƌse eĐoŶoŵiĐ deǀelopŵeŶt: ͞We ĐaŶ͛t ŵoǀe ďaĐkǁaƌds, ǁe haǀe to ŵoǀe 
foƌǁaƌds so ǁe haǀe to ŵaŶage it [the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal iŵpaĐt] as ďest ǁe ĐaŶ͟ ;FG ϭ, 
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15/11/2013). Additionally it was stated that a certain level of environmental impact as 
a result of lifestyles and development was inevitable, but could be compensated for by 
behaving more sustainably in other areas, for example, through the installation of 
more efficient light bulbs.  
Contrastingly other discussions stated that sustainability should go beyond 
environmental indicators and must also mean becoming more socially aware and 
responsible as individuals and colleges. Participants went onto describe the moral duty 
of colleges as educators to develop sustainable communities, and to educate learners 
about social responsibility and global citizenship, and not just teach for the attainment 
of qualifications. While the perception was that sustainability is included more 
ĐoŵpƌeheŶsiǀelǇ ǁithiŶ pƌiŵaƌǇ sĐhools͛ Đoƌe ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ, participants stated that 
current college trends to teach it only through enrichment activities such as tutorials is 
insufficient. However, when asked to discuss sustainability as a college priority, 
discussions continued the theme of eco-efficiency, stating that financial sustainability is 
aŶd should ďe the Đollege͛s highest pƌioƌitǇ. Introducing eco-efficiency measures 
contributes positively to the colleges overall financial health and consequently is highly 
valued by college senior leadership teams, as well as the subsidiary marketing benefit 
of using eco-efficiency measures for the attainment of sustainability awards.  
There was some uncertainty of how colleges impact on the environment, specifically 
stating that colleges are neither big polluters nor consumers and therefore there was 
uncertainty about where and how colleges fit into the sustainability agenda. However 
there was a countering opinion that Đolleges aƌe as ͚ďad͛ as otheƌ iŶdustƌies, ďut 
competing priorities and the need for development removes the choice of any business 
becoming sustainable.  
Reducing paper consumption was a popular example of how colleges have contributed 
to sustainability, but was also used as an example to demonstrate cultural issues and 
perceptions of sustainability. The observation was made however that although there 
had been a sigŶifiĐaŶt ƌeduĐtioŶ iŶ papeƌ ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ, the Đollege͛s ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ 
remains huge as a result of cultural resistance to the initiative, which was largely 
perceived as an inconvenience. Similarly, other initiatives implemented under the 
banner of sustainability such as car parking charges or reductions in car parking 
availability have damaged cultural perceptions of sustainability. Participants stated that 
Đollege staff ͞put ďaƌƌieƌs up ǁheŶ theǇ hear the term sustainability because of what 
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theǇ peƌĐeiǀe it ŵeaŶs͟ ;FG ϭ, ϭϱ/ϭϭ/ϮϬϭϯͿ, ďut pƌioƌ to that theƌe ǁas alƌeadǇ a 
peƌĐeptioŶ issue aďout ͞ǁhat is peƌĐeiǀed to ďe sustaiŶaďilitǇ aŶd ǁhat isŶ͛t͟ ;FG ϭ, 
15/11/2013). On the whole sustainability within all discussions was strongly agreed as a 
priority for colleges, and that it must be clearly defined for it to become a priority to 
individuals and the college. However these broader opinions were in some ways 
undermined by the comprehensive use of sustainability practice examples within a 
ďuildiŶg aŶd opeƌatioŶal ĐoŶteǆt oŶlǇ: ͞WithiŶ the ďuilt eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt it [sustaiŶaďilitǇ] 
ŵakes seŶse ďeĐause theƌe͛s usuallǇ a good paǇďaĐk, aŶd eǀeŶ ǁheŶ theƌe isŶ͛t, ofteŶ 
these jobs need to be done anyway and it makes seŶse to do it seŶsitiǀelǇ͟ ;FG Ϯ, 
20/02/2014). Indeed, participants stated that a tool to compare resource use of 
Đolleges ǁould ďe ďeŶefiĐial to uŶdeƌstaŶd Đollege͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŵpaĐt aŶd 
encourage competition within the sector, reinforcing a predominant physical 
interpretation of sustainability.  
Evidence of sustainability as a college priority was typically demonstrated through 
examples of eco-efficiency. Participants stated that technological changes had been 
easier to implement than cultural and curriculum changes, the latter of which several 
colleges stated they had struggled to engage with. However it was also believed to be 
an emerging priority due to the evolution of values and behaviours demonstrated by 
the cultural shift to recycling; less than a decade ago it was rarely considered by 
colleges or individuals, but college stakeholders now expect recycling facilities to be 
available. It was believed that a college had become a sustainable business due to its 
decision to implement a more efficient IT server system. Other eco-efficiency examples 
included the installation of more efficient lighting (the most commonly cited example), 
the establishment of a carbon footprint and reduction targets, reducing paper 
consumption and the move to using recycled paper only, increasing waste recycling, 
the implementation of green travel initiatives (such as cycle to work schemes and pool 
cars), new, more efficient, college building developments with green credentials such 
as solar power or rainwater harvesting, and the introduction of sustainability into the 
college catering facilities by reducing the use of non-recyclable packaging.  
Examples of sustainability within the curriculum to support sustainability as a college 
priority similarly referred to eco-efficiency, most commonly within the construction 
curriculum through examples of using eco-friendly equipment and materials. Other 
examples referred to the teaching of alternative energy and technologies within 
science subject areas, the use of eco-friendly products within hair and beauty 
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curriculum and the requirement to study a module of sustainability as part of some 
construction and horticulture qualifications. Students participating in community-based 
litter picking events were also cited as good examples of sustainability being introduced 
within extra curricula activities.   
Despite the dominance of eco-efficiency examples, participants did reflect upon 
whether these initiatives were legitimately sustainable, for example new buildings and 
the increasing use of technology were discussed as having a detrimental impact on 
eŶeƌgǇ saǀiŶgs aŶd ĐaƌďoŶ eŵissioŶs. IŶstead, it ǁas suggested that Đolleges͛ 
contribution to sustainability is cultural, and their duty as educators should be to take a 
leadiŶg ƌole iŶ pƌoŵotiŶg aŶd eŶĐouƌagiŶg sustaiŶaďilitǇ: ͞FE is a good eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt to 
set examples and nurture the values needed [for sustainability] as you have your 
audieŶĐe͟ ;FG 1, 15/11/2013). Participants went onto to describe that rather than 
superficial initiatives and campaigns, colleges must adopt an incremental approach and 
focus on cultural changes. One suggested method of doing this was for a college to 
employ staff with sustainability values, and to include sustainability within job 
descriptions and college policies.  Several comparisons were made to the equality and 
diversity agenda, which had been similarly integrated in recent years from a peripheral 
consideration into a more legislative bound cultural practice.  
Following on from these discussions, examples demonstrating how sustainability had 
been culturally embedded as a college priority were given, such as the establishment of 
college sustainability groups, hosting community sustainability meetings, and 
increasing cultural awareness through dedicated sustainability themed events, the 
sharing of information and showcasing the sustainability features of new building 
developments. However, a conflict emerged between the perceived cultural role of 
colleges and their requirement to also be financially sustainable. Indeed, cost and 
financial issues were cited most commonly as barriers to implementing or engaging 
with sustainability, however financial austerity was also perceived to be positive for 
sustainability whereby reducing commodity overheads (such as paper consumption) 
would release capital to be spent in other areas.  The strongest theme to emerge from 
discussions however was that the economic recession had placed additional financial 
burdens on colleges and therefore a negative impact on sustainability. Sustainability 
initiatives were discussed as being more expensive to implement and their benefits 
being too slow to materialise, furthering cultural resistaŶĐe: ͞The pƌoďleŵ ǁith 
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eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtalisŵ is that the ƌesults aƌeŶ͛t iŵŵediate aŶd oďǀious͟ ;FG Ϯ, 
20/02/2014).  
Statements such as those listed below further reinforce a terminology and 
interpretation issue where sustainability is perceived as a physical activity only: 
͞BeiŶg ͚gƌeeŶ͛ is ŵoƌe eǆpeŶsiǀe ǁhiĐh is a ďaƌƌieƌ͟ ;FG ϭ, ϭϱ/ϭϭ/ϮϬϭϯͿ 
͞The ŵotiǀe is loŶg teƌŵ Đost ƌatheƌ thaŶ sustaiŶaďilitǇ͟ ;FG ϰ, Ϭϭ/Ϭϰ/ϮϬϭϰͿ 
͞[We] ĐaŶ͛t loǁeƌ ouƌ [eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal] iŵpaĐt ďeĐause of the Đost of iŵpleŵeŶtiŶg 
sustainable iŶitiatiǀes͟ ;FG ϱ, Ϯϵ/Ϭϱ/ϮϬϭϰͿ 
͞BeiŶg sustaiŶaďle is soŵetiŵes ŵoƌe eǆpeŶsiǀe. It isŶ͛t a Đheap alteƌŶatiǀe͟ ;FG Ϯ, 
20/02/2014) 
OǀeƌƌidiŶglǇ paƌtiĐipaŶts stated that theiƌ Đolleges͛ pƌiŵaƌǇ ĐoŶĐeƌŶ foƌ all deĐisioŶs 
was cost and protecting the bottom line, consequently the driver for any proposed 
sustainability projects would need to be economical or reputational. Conversely, while 
the availability of funding and resources was commonly referred to, participants 
deliberated that the real barrier may be cultural, as other initiatives that have been 
focussed on and invested in by management have been successful. Indeed, discussions 
revealed that inherent cultural barriers dominate more inadvertent human resource 
barriers such as time management, time constraints, and a lack of expertise, notably 
the connotations of it being perceived as an inconvenience (discussions focussed on 
examples of public transport, photocopying and car parking), the undesirable 
ƌeputatioŶ of sustaiŶaďilitǇ eŶthusiasts ďeiŶg seeŶ as ͚hippies͛ oƌ ͚tƌee huggeƌs͛ aŶd a 
consequent lack of commitment and buy-in.  
When discussing barriers to implementing sustainability within college curriculum, 
barriers of perceived relevance, and the time constraints for both staff and students as 
a result of an already crowded curriculum were the strongest themes. On the one 
hand, it was believed that colleges should implement operational sustainability to 
shoǁĐase the Đollege͛s ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt aŶd iŶspiƌe Đollege stakeholdeƌs to get iŶǀolǀed, 
whilst on the other hand participants believed that this tactic was at risk of furthering 
perceptions that sustainability is synonymous with housekeeping and buildings only. It 
was stated that buildings and operations must be sustainable before work can 
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commence on curriculum, but that this should be the start, and not the sum of a 
Đollege͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt.  
When specifically discussing curriculum, examples and ideas of integrating 
sustainability referred to curriculum delivery rather than its content. However, 
participants stated that sustainability (as well as equality and diversity) should not be a 
curriculum bolt on, and must be embedded for it to become a cultural norm.  
4.2.2 Power for sustainability leadership  
Irrespectively of the question asked, the most dominant theme to emerge from all 
focus group discussions was that of power and where leadership responsibility for 
sustainability lies. The responsibility and power of the government to more actively 
advocate sustainability not just within the FE sector, but society in general was 
frequently discussed. Participants stated that the government should lead by example 
and embed sustainability across all sectors as well as education. It was believed that 
because there is no management lead in sustainability, nobody is setting an example, 
and it is therefore a market forces issue.  
Another strong theme to emerge was the perception that sustainability is currently low 
oŶ the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s pƌioƌities, aŶd FE poliĐǇ aƌƌangements notably funding reductions 
and the drive for improved quality in existing qualifications, prohibit colleges becoming 
more sustainable. Though participants felt that colleges have neither the money nor 
incentive to teach sustainability, others believed that if local industry were to become 
more focussed on sustainability, this would act as an incentive for colleges to follow 
suit. There was also the converse belief that colleges must reclaim some autonomy 
from the government over the content and delivery of education that would allow the 
introduction of sustainability within more curriculum areas. A less dominant theme was 
the perception that it is not the job of education to teach environmental, social and 
economic responsibility, and instead these should be values taught at home; others 
believed both share the responsibility.  
There was some discussion on the perceived susceptibility of younger generations to 
consumerist messages and their consequently less sustainable behaviours and values. 
Equally however participants stated that responsibility for creating a more sustainable 
future lies with younger generations who are more aware (citing examples of 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ aŶd the ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛Ϳ of sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌatheƌ thaŶ eǆistiŶg leadeƌs: 
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͞“tudeŶts Ŷeed to dƌiǀe eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal sustaiŶaďilitǇ ďeĐause it͛s theiƌ futuƌe͟ ;FG ϯ, 
19/03/2014). Indeed, there was the perception that while ever government leaders 
seem to be focussed on economic growth and are linked to destructive industries, their 
vested interest would be to continue consumerism and therefore prevent 
sustainability. Some scepticism was similarly revealed when discussing education and 
hoǁ the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt peƌĐeiǀes its ƌole. PaƌtiĐipaŶts stated that ͞the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt has 
made education a commodity rather than something to enjoy or inherently 
worthwhile͟ ;FG Ϯ, ϮϬ/ϬϮ/ϮϬϭϰͿ, which was perceived to be largely responsible for the 
increase in demand for higher paid jobs, perpetuating higher impact lifestyles.  
Returning to discussions of power dynamics within colleges, there was much discussion 
of the importance and requirement of in-house expertise such as sustainability 
champions or experts. Participants stated that current arrangements in many colleges 
delegate responsibility for sustainability to existing job descriptions, which is 
insufficient. While it was recognised that having a dedicated sustainability role leads to 
the perception by college staff and particularly college leadership that responsibility for 
sustainability rests with that person alone, it was also believed that without such a role, 
college sustainability would be lost altogether, though the role should be more senior 
and with a higher profile to therefore exert more influence. The matter of juggling 
competing priorities was subsequently raised and that sustainability is not the only 
subject that deserves or needs to be led as a priority and questioned whether it could 
ever be justifiably placed ahead of other college priorities. 
Academic participants reported a significant curriculum gap across all disciplines with 
regards to sustainability, and it is important that this is addressed, though it was 
acknowledged that sustainability expertise does not necessarily change behaviour and 
sustainability efforts are often countered by consumerist messages within the public 
domain. Participants stated that only legislative interventions would lead to behaviour 
change, evidenced by increased sustainability accountability within the public sector as 
a result of legislation, notably changes within building regulations. 
Operational staff frequently stated that their academic colleagues are responsible for 
the most unsustainable behaviours within colleges, notably housekeeping, and that 
sustainability is evidently of low importance on the academic agenda. Operational staff 
stated that it is critically important to educate academic staff about sustainability so 
  
158 
that they can raise awareness amongst their peers and with students: ͞[ǁe haǀe] tƌied 
to eŶgage aĐadeŵiĐ staff ĐouŶtless tiŵes, ďut it hasŶ͛t ǁoƌked͟ ;FG Ϯ, ϮϬ/ϬϮ/ϮϬϭϰͿ.  
While it was agreed that changing culture, particularly academic cultures, is difficult, 
participants had issue with blaming others and stated that individually, everyone has 
the ability to do more to improve their own sustainabilitǇ thaŶ theǇ ďehaǀe: ͞Theƌe͛s 
alǁaǇs soŵeoŶe else to ďlaŵe͟ ;FG Ϯ, ϮϬ/ϬϮ/ϮϬϭϰͿ, ͞It͛s easǇ to push the ďlaŵe oŶ 
soŵeoŶe else͟ ;FG ϰ, Ϭϭ/Ϭϰ/ϮϬϭϰͿ. This does hoǁeǀeƌ ĐoŶfliĐt ǁith the peƌĐeiǀed ƌole 
and responsibility of sustainability champions which was stated as being to ensure that 
members of staff make sustainable decisions such as reducing energy and paper 
consumption, and encouraging more sustainable procurement.  Though there was the 
anomalous view that social sustainability was taught more widely within college 
classrooms than in other organisations, the majority of perceptions reflected a more 
environmental and operational understanding of sustainability. 
Though the majority of discussions focused on lateral power distribution amongst 
individual colleges, there was some discussion of the collective ability of colleges to 
lobby government for more support to implement sustainability. The significance of 
Đolleges͛ contribution to sustainability was questioned, but was agreed as significant 
when considering the collective impact of all college stakeholders. Participants stated 
that the lobbying role rests with college Principals, but internally, there was no 
consensus of whether sustainability should, or would be most effectively led by 
committee or the college leadership.  
4.2.3 Conclusion   
Perceptions of sustainability largely focussed on eco-efficiency with much less focus on 
business continuity, though focus groups reiterated senior stakeholder views that 
sustainability adds value to existing processes and assists in protecting the bottom line. 
As a geŶeƌal tƌeŶd, it is Ŷotaďle that foĐus gƌoup paƌtiĐipaŶts͛ ƌespoŶses suggested a 
less variable perception of what sustainability means, where generally answers related 
to environmental matters and initiatives. This is understandable given the specialism of 
the focus group participants who were mostly operational staff. The correlation with 
seŶioƌ leadeƌs͛ peƌĐeptioŶs suggests that the dissemination of information regarding 
operational sustainability within colleges has been bottom-up, with operational 
departments informing leaders of progress.  
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Though there was some uncertainty about how colleges impact on sustainability, 
notably the environment, it was suggested that the responsibility of the college is to 
contribute to cultural sustainability rather than environmental sustainability. It was 
recognised that current trends to teach students about sustainability through 
enrichment activities, or as a bolt on to existing curriculum areas was deemed 
insufficient, however no suggestions were given on how to overcome the most 
commonly cited barriers of staff expertise, an overcrowded curriculum, or academic 
relevance, echoing those cited by Dawe et al (2005), Jones et al (2010), Safarzynska et 
al, (2012), and Christie et al (2014). 
Themes of eco-efficiency dominated perceptions of sustainability as a definition and 
how it is practiced, and was therefore consistent with one of the dominant themes to 
emerge from senior stakeholder interviews. 
Irrespectively of the question asked, discussions surrounding the power and 
responsibility for sustainability leadership were most frequently discussed. Unlike 
themes to emerge from interviews, focus group participants focussed more on external 
leadership dynamics, notably the responsibility of the government to lead the sector on 
sustainability. The only internal stakeholder group that was repeatedly discussed as 
having a leadership role was the student body; participants felt that younger people 
were more familiar with the terminology of sustainability and its meaning. While it was 
believed that legislatiǀe pƌessuƌes ǁould iŶĐƌease Đolleges͛ aĐĐouŶtaďilitǇ to 
sustainability, the personal and professional responsibility of all staff was seen as key 
for developing the cultural conditions required for sustainability.  
On the whole, focus group participants did not reach a consensus about the internal 
location of power for sustainability leadership. However, reflecting Goldberg (2009), 
Blincoe and Spangenberg (2009) and Kythreotis (2011) there was a stronger 
expectation of external intervention, by which the government should be leading the 
sector, possibly through more legislative measures, in becoming more sustainable.  
4.3 Content analysis: the perception of sustainability and key themes of sustainability 
communication and practice   
The following sub-chapters provide an analysis of perceptions of sustainability as 
portrayed by the information publicly available on the examined websites of all 
colleges whose leaders or employees have participated within interviews or focus 
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groups. How sustainability is communicated and practiced will be explored through the 
accessibility, location and nature of sustainability information available. Specific or 
inferred ownership or responsibility for sustainability will also be examined in order to 
determine how published content relays this responsibility to their stakeholders, 
intentionally or not. 
4.3.1 Sustainability communication  
The websites of the twenty colleges participating in this study were searched for the 
communication of sustainability to determine what this communication might suggest 
about their perceptions, and how this is communicated to the public. One of the 
twenty college websites examined had no publicly accessible reference to 
sustainability, sustainable development, or the environment. Searches of the remaining 
nineteen colleges yielded results relating to sustainability, with coverage and patterns 
of sustainability communication found to be within three main categories:  
1. News stories and curriculum links only (ten colleges) 
a. Reference to environmental/ sustainability policy documents (two 
colleges, one publicly available) 
2. Webpage within college website as well as news stories, policy documents and 
course links (seven colleges) 
3. Separate websites linked from college website (two colleges) 
a. Reference to environmental/ sustainability policy documents (six 
colleges, all publicly available) 
Sustainability within the most dominant method of communication, which was through 
the use of new stories and curriculum links, was found to be subsidiary to the main 
focus of the search result. In one example, website searches using the terms 
sustainability, sustainable development, or environmental yielded only results within 
course descriptions, and yet, highlighted on the main home page, was a news story 
that ĐoŶtaiŶed ǁithiŶ its title ͚Đoƌpoƌate soĐial ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ͛ aŶd tǁo uses of the ǁoƌd 
sustainability within the content. This news story was an anomalous result compared to 
all other colleges where news stories regarding sustainability were found using website 
searches (where this function existed).  
The details of this story are reflective of a wider pattern where all news stories referred 
to either the achievement of awards for eco-efficiency initiatives within college 
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operations, student union led engagement initiatives or wider curriculum engagement 
initiatives typically within vocational curriculum areas that correlate with website 
search links to courses. These too were within largely vocational curriculum areas such 
as ͚ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ aŶd the ďuilt eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛, ͚eŶgiŶeeƌiŶg͛, ͚laŶd-ďased studies͛, 
͚touƌisŵ͛, ͚geogƌaphǇ͛, oƌ ͚ĐateƌiŶg aŶd hospitalitǇ͛, ǁheƌe sustainability was stated as 
being an add-on module to existing curriculum. In a small number of cases, there were 
also links to courses specifically tailored to sustainability within existing curriculum 
aƌeas suĐh as ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal studies͛, oƌ ͚ƌeŶeǁaďle eŶeƌgǇ͛.  
Renewable energy and energy efficiency were also the key themes of remaining news 
stoƌies ǁhiĐh iŶ seǀeƌal Đases ƌefeƌƌed to the ĐoŵŵissioŶiŶg of ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ oƌ 
͚“TEM͛ ;“ĐieŶĐe, TeĐhŶologǇ, EŶgiŶeeƌiŶg, aŶd MatheŵatiĐsͿ ĐeŶtƌes, eǆĐlusiǀelǇ foƌ 
the use of vocational curriĐuluŵ aƌeas suĐh as ͚ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ aŶd ďuilt eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛, 
though the indirect learning benefits to other college stakeholders were also cited. 
Similarly, several other stories focussed on the opening of new college buildings that 
had also aĐhieǀed ͚eǆĐelleŶt͛, oƌ ͚ǀeƌǇ good͛ B‘EEAM eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal ďuildiŶg 
standards. In both cases, these news stories often cited the economic benefits to the 
college through either efficiency savings, or by providing a skilled workforce to local 
industry. 
The other method of communicating sustainability was the use of a separate webpage 
eŵďedded ǁithiŶ the Đollege͛s ǁeďsite. IŶ all Đases, seaƌĐh ƌesults also ƌeǀealed Ŷeǁs 
stories and policy documents which were linked to the sustainability webpage; 
searches also displayed links to curriculum course descriptions, though these were not 
direct sustainability communications. 
While two of these seven webpages (category two) were embedded within the 
͚Estates͛ ǁeďpage, the foĐus of all seǀeŶ-college webpages was sustainability within 
college operations, typically waste management, travel, energy reduction and 
effiĐieŶĐǇ, ĐaƌďoŶ ƌeduĐtioŶ, ͚Faiƌtƌade͛, aŶd stakeholdeƌ eŶgageŵeŶt, aŶd iŶ oŶe Đase, 
entirely about their accommodation strategy. Five of the seven webpages also 
discussed sustainability within curriculum, stating that embedding sustainability within 
curriculum was a key aim of the college, but provided examples only of add-on courses 
oƌ iŶitiatiǀes tǇpiĐallǇ ǁithiŶ ǀoĐatioŶal ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ aƌeas, ŵost ĐoŵŵoŶlǇ ͚ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ 
and the ďuilt eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛. OŶlǇ iŶ thƌee Đases did a Đollege͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁeďpage 
focus solely on operational sustainability.  
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Two colleges had separate websites for sustainability linked from the main college 
website, though in both cases the link was difficult to find. One website provided 
iŶfoƌŵatioŶ oŶ sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁithiŶ ďoth the Đollege͛s opeƌatioŶs aŶd its ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ, 
whereas the other website discussed operational sustainability only. Within all 
dedicated webpages or websites, there was a variety of language used when referring 
to sustainability. A small number of colleges discussed the environmental, social and 
economic aspects of sustainability:  
͞As a College, ǁe͛ƌe Đoŵŵitted to iŵpƌoǀiŶg ouƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ. This iŶǀolǀes ŵakiŶg 
sure we always opeƌate iŶ a ǁaǇ that͛s ďoth suppoƌtiǀe aŶd pƌoteĐtiǀe of the 
eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt, ǁhile ĐoŶsideƌiŶg the ǀaƌious eĐoŶoŵiĐ aŶd soĐial iŵpaĐts͟ ;Đollege ϯ 
website) 
Wheƌeas the ŵajoƌitǇ used teƌŵs suĐh as ͚eco, oƌ ͚ĐaƌďoŶ Ŷeutƌal͛, deŶotiŶg a ŵoƌe 
environmental and operational focus: 
͞Staff and students all have a role to play in creating an eco-friendly College and 
adopting more sustainable lifestyles. We are proud of our eco-credentials, but there is 
alǁaǇs ŵoƌe ǁoƌk to ďe doŶe͟ (college 4 website) 
͞BeĐoŵiŶg a ĐaƌďoŶ neutral organisation reinforces our excellent reputation as a 
soĐiallǇ aŶd ethiĐallǇ ƌespoŶsiďle oƌgaŶisatioŶ͟ ;Đollege ϭϮ ǁeďsiteͿ 
͞Ouƌ ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt - As a key educational organisation and employer 
in the city, we are determined to play our part in contributing to a healthier, cleaner 
aŶd gƌeeŶeƌ eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͟ (college 13 website) 
͞Ouƌ sustaiŶaďle stƌategǇ seeks to ƌeduĐe ouƌ CO² eŵissioŶs to a poiŶt ǁheƌe ǁe 
become carbon neutral, and encourages all our staff, students, visitors and partners to 
ĐoŶtƌiďute to this aiŵ͟ ;Đollege ϭϯ ǁeďsiteͿ 
͞We aƌe helpiŶg to ŵeet the GoǀeƌŶŵeŶt ĐaƌďoŶ eŵissioŶs ƌeduĐtioŶ taƌgets to suppoƌt 
futuƌe geŶeƌatioŶs͟ (college 12 website) 
In all cases, irrespectively of the language used, the nature of the information available 
and the difficulty in locating it, which in most cases separated sustainability from the 
main college website narrative, reflects and reinforces emerging perceptions that 
sustainability is managed as an additioŶal aĐtiǀitǇ to a Đollege͛s operations and 
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curriculum. This perception was reinforced further by policy documents, located either 
within the separate sustainability webpage, or in one case, an environmental policy 
aŶd gƌeeŶ tƌaǀel plaŶ ǁeƌe loĐated ǁithiŶ the ͚poliĐies aŶd pƌoĐeduƌes͛ ǁeďpage. IŶ all 
cases, policy documents where available were a combination of energy policies, 
eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal poliĐies, ͚Faiƌ Tƌade͛ poliĐies, ͚GƌeeŶ tƌaǀel͛ plaŶs oƌ poliĐies, oƌ 
sustainability strategies.  
The key themes of these policies and examples of sustainability practice will be 
discussed subsequently.  
4.3.2 Sustainability in practice  
In order to discern how colleges perceive they practice sustainability, focussed 
sustainability communications were examined for references of initiatives and 
activities, the common nature of these activities, and what (if any) management 
approach to sustainability their activities indicated. Policy documents where publicly 
available were examined in order to determine the nature of sustainability being 
practiced within the college, and to which activities the college considered itself 
accountable. In total, policy documents were publicly available from seven college 
websites.  
Dedicated webpages, sustainability strategies and environmental policy documents 
where available were dominated by operational sustainability through key themes such 
as resource conservation, building management, procurement, travel, waste, 
stakeholder engagement, and management systems. In a minority of cases, health and 
wellbeing was also referenced as a college objective, typically through the 
encouragement of healthy eating within the college catering provision. Similarly, in a 
small number of cases, biodiversity objectives were included within policy documents 
and webpages where colleges sought to enhance the biodiversity of their estate and 
consider further biodiversity opportunities. 
All dedicated webpages, policy or strategy documents and a small number of news 
stories referenced waste management as a headline theme. Most commonly, 
communications referred to the implementation and successes of college recycling and 
zero-landfill waste contracts, and commitments to increasing recycling and reducing 
waste by raising staff and student awareness through waste management campaigns. 
Though waste reduction was also commonly cited, only a small number of examples 
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were given, and in the majority of cases referred to the reduction of paper waste 
typically achieved through the management of staff and student printing allowances.  A 
small number of colleges also gave examples of the management of college furniture 
waste through either donation to local charities, or the repair and reuse of furniture 
and equipment to be reused again by the college.  
Aims and objectives to encourage environmentally friendly or more sustainable 
business and commuter travel behaviours were also referenced by all colleges, set out 
eitheƌ ǁithiŶ sepaƌate ͚GƌeeŶ Tƌaǀel PlaŶ͛ poliĐǇ doĐuŵeŶts, as a siŶgle oďjeĐtiǀe 
within other policy documents, or promoted within sustainability webpages. All 
methods of communication included the promotion and encouragement of alternative 
modes of transport to staff and students through the introduction of discounted rail 
and bus tickets, or free breakfasts offered to those travelling to college by foot or 
bicycle. In a smaller number of cases, video conferencing was promoted to eliminate 
the need to travel.  
There was also a strong emphasis on facility investment to support alternative travel 
arrangements such as cycle parking, lockers, showers, dedicated car share schemes 
(often facilitated by an external service provider), the replacement of college fleet 
vehicles with electric vehicles, and in one case, using waste vegetable oil from college 
canteens as fleet vehicle fuel. Other management changes such as the introduction of 
cycle business mileage allowances, and the reduction of car business mileage 
allowances were referenced in a small number of cases. 
All webpages and policy documents included either plans to introduce environmental 
management systems, or reported progress against environmental management 
practices such as the ISO14001 standard, or internallǇ deǀeloped ͚ĐaƌďoŶ ŵaŶageŵeŶt 
plaŶs͛.  These ofteŶ iŶĐluded statistiĐs agaiŶst keǇ peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe iŶdiĐatoƌs to ƌeduĐe 
waste to landfill, utility consumption and CO2 emissions, and to increase recycling, 
space utilisation, and energy efficiency either through renewable energy initiatives or 
new building developments. In a minority of cases, external funding or internal 
financial savings targets were set to enable the college to re-invest in renewable 
technologies, and often communicated the business motive to engage with 
sustainability. 
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Policy documents and webpages also made reference to natural resource conservation 
and pollution prevention. While there was a strong commitment to remaining legally 
compliant with relevant environmental pollution prevention laws, natural resource 
conservation was communicated as something that the college aims to do wherever 
practicable. Some colleges stated they would develop strategies for sustainable energy, 
resource and water consumption. A small number of colleges also stated they would 
avoid the use of non-renewable resources where feasible, and ensure the prudent use 
of resources. Though this would appear to suggest a nod towards more transformative 
measures (i.e. doing better things rather than doing things better), it is perhaps more 
reflective of the enthusiasm or ambition of the person responsible, rather than a 
siŶĐeƌe ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt of the Đollege͛s leadeƌship. 
Many colleges made statements regarding sustainable procurement practices which 
often referred to the selling of ͚Faiƌtƌade͛ oƌ loĐallǇ souƌĐed pƌoduĐts ǁithiŶ the 
Đollege͛s ĐateƌiŶg faĐilities; seǀeƌal Đolleges also had puďliĐlǇ aǀailaďle ͚Faiƌtƌade͛ 
policies. Sustainable procurement practices were also synonymous with the 
procurement of local goods and services but often with the proviso that this should not 
conflict with achieving best economic value for the college.  
Within all dedicated sustainability communications and policy documents, the 
management of existing buildings or new building developments was cited as a key 
ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to a Đollege͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ. ‘eduĐiŶg eŶeƌgǇ ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ thƌough eitheƌ 
the better utilisation, or retro-fitting of renewable or more energy efficient 
technologies into existing college buildings, or designing energy eco-efficiency into new 
building developments (for example, through rainwater harvesting or renewable 
energy sources) were the most commonly cited themes. Other more ambiguous 
stateŵeŶts suĐh as siŵplǇ ͞ďeiŶg aǁaƌe of͟ aŶd ͞ƌeduĐiŶg a ďuildiŶgs eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal 
iŵpaĐt͟, oƌ ͞iŵpƌoǀiŶg aŶd ŵaiŶtaiŶiŶg a Đollege͛s iŶteƌŶal aŶd eǆteƌŶal eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͟ 
were also included within several college policies, and were sometimes linked to the 
Đollege͛s ͚Health aŶd “afetǇ͛ poliĐǇ. The indirect curriculum contributions of the 
sustainability credentials of building refurbishments or new building developments 
often simultaneously referred to curriculum engagement, particularly for vocational 
studeŶts, ƌaisiŶg aǁaƌeŶess of sustaiŶaďilitǇ to all staff aŶd studeŶts, aŶd the Đollege͛s 
contribution to the local economy as part of the local labour eco-system. For example, 
the opeŶiŶg of ͚eco-ĐeŶtƌe͛s͛ oƌ ͚“TEM͛ ĐeŶtƌes desigŶed speĐifiĐallǇ foƌ the teaĐhiŶg of 
loǁ ĐaƌďoŶ skills ǁithiŶ ǀoĐatioŶal ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ aƌeas suĐh as ͚ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ aŶd the ďuilt 
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eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ ǁeƌe Đited as ďeiŶg iŵpoƌtaŶt foƌ loĐal ďusiŶesses aŶd the loĐal 
economy. Indeed, stakeholder engagement was another commonly cited theme within 
sustainability objectives, with the majority of colleges focussing on external 
relationships, and working with other local businesses and contractors to promote and 
encourage local networks of sound environmental practice.  
Curriculum engagement   
A minority of policy documents included curriculum objectives in addition to 
operational objectives but were more limited in scope and in detail. Specified 
curriculum engagement initiatives or objectives to include sustainability within 
curriculum areas were typically discussed as an add-on to vocational curriculum areas 
only, such as construction, hair and beauty, or land-based studies. Where curriculum 
was not specified, policy objectives that referred to indirect teaching and learning 
through stakeholder engagement sought to raise sustainability or environmental 
awareness with staff, students, and the wider college community. In the absence of 
policy documents, or reference to sustainability within policy documents, curriculum 
was similarly communicated on college websites either as something that is included 
within vocational curriculum areas, or as an extra-curricula activity involving initiatives 
that supported operational sustainability. For example, many colleges stated they had 
ĐoŶduĐted  ͚sǁitĐh-off͛ ĐaŵpaigŶs oƌ a ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ daǇ͛ to ƌaise aǁaƌeŶess of eŶeƌgǇ 
usage aŶd ͞to promote sustainability with the aim to embed sustainability as an 
iŶtegƌal paƌt of the ďusiŶess of the Đollege͟ ;Đollege ϭϳ ǁeďsiteͿ.  
Many webpages and some policy documents stated either that the college intended to, 
or had successfully embedded sustainability within all curriculum areas; that specific 
courses relevant to sustainability were going to be developed; or, that sustainability 
would be promoted to staff and students through separate communication channels. In 
the former case, several colleges claimed to have successfully embedded sustainability 
within their curriculum, or were seeking to embed sustainability within its curriculum. 
Hoǁeǀeƌ, ǁith the eǆĐeptioŶ of ďusiŶess ŵaŶageŵeŶt, eǆaŵples of ͚eŵďedded͛ 
pƌaĐtiĐe eǆĐlusiǀelǇ ƌefeƌƌed to ǀoĐatioŶal ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ aƌeas suĐh as ͚“TEM͛ suďjeĐts 
(engineering, computing, and motor vehicle), construction and the built environment, 
land-based studies, hair and beauty, hospitality, tourism and sport. One college 
eǆpliĐitlǇ stated that it ǁould eŶsuƌe ͞all ǀoĐatioŶal pƌogƌaŵŵes Đoǀeƌ theiƌ seĐtoƌs 
latest pƌaĐtiĐe oŶ eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal sustaiŶaďilitǇ͟ ;Đollege ϭϯ poliĐǇͿ. Those Đolleges ǁho 
stated that specific courses would be developed focussed on dedicating curriculum to 
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the perceived green energy, low carbon or alternative technologies skills required for a 
low carbon economy.  
Other approaches to sustainability within curriculum were more environmental or 
gloďallǇ foĐussed, ǁith a Đollege statiŶg ͞studeŶts ǁould ďe pƌoǀided ǁith 
opportunities to raise awareness on environmental issues through the incorporation of 
eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal aŶd sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt ŵateƌial iŶto Đouƌses͟ ;Đollege ϭ poliĐǇ), 
the ͞iŶĐlusioŶ of eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal aǁaƌeŶess issues iŶ ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ deliǀeƌǇ ǁheƌe 
appƌopƌiate͟ ;Đollege ϭϯ poliĐǇͿ, aŶd ŵoƌe aŵďiguouslǇ iŶ oŶe Đase, a poliĐǇ doĐuŵeŶt 
stated the Đollege ǁould ͞iŶĐoƌpoƌate sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶto ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ ǁheƌeǀeƌ possiďle͟ 
(college 20 policy). Two other colleges stated that staff and student awareness of 
global environmental issues and global citizenship would be raised through 
environmentally themed initiatives, such as promoting sustainability to staff and 
students through separate communications, typically focussing on staff development 
programmes where staff would be asked to participate in a voluntary environmental or 
sustainability module. Conversely, in several cases, colleges stated that students would 
be taught sustainability as part of their compulsory tutorial programme, separate to 
their core curriculum choices. A small number of colleges stated that students would 
be given tours of the low carbon features of their college buildings, and would further 
promote sustainability through events throughout the academic year.  
4.3.3 Ownership of sustainability   
Key themes of perceptions of sustainability and examples of sustainability in practice 
have been examined based on publicly available information found within college 
webpages. Evidence of power for sustainability where specified or inferred within the 
examined publicly available information will be examined here, focussing on the 
location of sustainability information within college webpages and the ease of access. 
The information itself will be examined for common themes of explicit or implied 
references to where within the college the responsibility for sustainability lies. 
Of the twenty college websites examined, dedicated sustainability communications 
were located within seven embedded webpages and two separate websites linked 
from the main website. Six of these nine colleges also had publicly available policy 
documents, and the majority of the nine colleges also had news stories or links to 
courses that referred to sustainability, sustainable development, or the environment. 
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Though a further ten colleges had only news stories or curriculum links to 
sustainability, all of which were located by using the website search function, two of 
these colleges also referred to sustainability or environmental policy documents, one 
of which was publicly available.  
Within all of the examined college websites, sustainability information was not easily 
accessible or signposted from the college homepage unlike other subjects such as 
equality and diversity and safeguarding. In several cases, sustainability webpages, news 
stories and policy documents were only accessible using college website search 
functions and could not be located through navigational searches where in the majority 
of Đases, iŶfoƌŵatioŶ ǁas loĐated ǁithiŶ Đollege ǁeďsite ͚aďout us͛ seĐtioŶ, pƌoǀidiŶg 
links to sustainability and other webpages. In one case policy documents were located 
ǁithiŶ the ͚poliĐies, pƌoĐeduƌes, aŶd staff uŶioŶs͛ seĐtioŶ, aĐĐessiďle fƌoŵ the 
͚Đoƌpoƌate iŶfoƌŵatioŶ͛ ǁeďpage. IŶ tǁo otheƌ Đases, sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶfoƌŵatioŶ ǁas 
found using the website search function, but was found to be embedded within the 
͚estates aŶd ďuildiŶgs͛ seĐtioŶ ǁhiĐh iŶ oŶe Đase, ǁas sigŶposted fƌoŵ the ǁeďsite 
home page. 
The loĐatioŶ of iŶfoƌŵatioŶ ǁithiŶ ͚estates aŶd ďuildiŶgs͛ ǁeďpages iŶfeƌs opeƌatioŶal 
responsibility of sustainability, supporting a dominant perception that it is synonymous 
with buildings and eco-efficiency. In the majority of cases where information was 
loĐated ǁithiŶ ͚aďout us pages, ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ ǁas Ŷot speĐified aŶd iŶstead ƌefeƌƌed 
siŵplǇ to ͚the Đollege͛. OŶlǇ oŶe of the siǆ poliĐǇ doĐuŵeŶts aǀailaďle ǁas sigŶed, 
denoting responsibility of the policy and its objective by its patron, the college 
Principal. In four of the remaining cases, policy documents were unsigned and in two 
cases, were also undated. In one case, a policy had been dated but its review date had 
expired and a superseding document was neither located nor referenced. 
Three policies were neither signed nor dated, but referenced responsibility of their 
objectives belonging to the ͚GƌeeŶ teaŵ͛, the EŶeƌgǇ offiĐeƌ, Estates ŵaŶageƌ, oƌ the 
Director of corporate services.  Another policy objective stated that the college Director 
of plaŶŶiŶg aŶd peƌfoƌŵaŶĐe should estaďlish aŶd lead a ͚sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt 
gƌoup͛ to deǀelop and monitor actions, referring to an environmental policy, 
curriculum strategy and green travel plan, the links to all of which were no longer 
available.  
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Of the twenty websites examined and the information contained therein, nine did not 
specify power and responsibility for sustainability. In the ten cases that did, 
management responsibility was given primarily to members of staff within the 
operational and non-academic functions of the college, reinforcing the dominant 
perception that sustainability is an operational issue and back of house function. 
Specifically named positions of responsibility were the Director of Sustainability, 
Director of corporate services, Sustainability manager, Director of Property, Property 
services manager, Director of planning and performance, Health and safety manager, 
͚Estates͛ ŵaŶageŵeŶt, EŶeƌgǇ offiĐe aŶd Estates ŵaŶageƌ, DiƌeĐtoƌ of Estates, Health, 
safetǇ aŶd eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt ŵaŶageƌ, aŶd iŶ oŶe Đase, siŵplǇ ͚ŵiddle ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛ aŶd 
the Student Union. 
Though only two colleges had only policy documents available, in the remaining nine 
cases where more extensive sustainability information was available in addition to 
policy documents, the absence of designated responsibility aside from policy 
documents suggests that it is perceived as a management activity only. Another policy 
oďjeĐtiǀe ƌefeƌƌed ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ to Đollege staff ŵeŵďeƌs, foƌ eǆaŵple: ͞All ďudget 
holders should consider the carbon footprint and recyclability of products prior to 
plaĐiŶg oƌdeƌs͟. Hoǁeǀeƌ, as ŵaŶǇ of these policies were neither unsigned nor 
specified overall responsibility, enforcement or monitoring of the policy objectives is 
ambiguous. 
In most cases, explicit references to individuals with operational responsibilities for the 
management of sustainability reinforces the presence of power pointing either to an 
individual or particular area of the business, whereas the implied or ambiguous 
responsibility for sustainability suggests that it is a shared responsibility, and it is up to 
the enthusiasm of interested individuals to take leadership.  
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4.4 Perceptions of sustainability at a regime and landscape level  
The availability of sustainability information within the websites of organisations 
operating as representatives or leaders of the FE sector depended on the 
interpretation of the term sustainability itself. If interpreted literally as a term to 
describe business continuity, information was more plentiful than that regarding the 
holistic term, though this was not hierarchically dependent. For example, only within 
the AoC website was specific information regarding sustainability as a holistic term 
located.  
Websites belonging to the 157 Group, the Department for Education (DfE), the 
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS), the Education Training Foundation 
(EFA) and Education and Training Foundation (ETF) did not contain any remaining 
publicly available information specifically regarding sustainability and the FE sector. 
Likewise, though the SFA website did not contain any specific reference to 
sustainability, it was felt pertinent to explore available documents in greater detail 
given that this organisation replaced the LSC who had up until their dissolution, had 
taken an increasingly strong lead on sustainability within the sector.  
At a regime level: The 157 Group and AoC  
Searches of the 157 Group website only yielded results that referred to sustainability in 
its literal sense. In all five cases, sustainability was either used to describe sustainable 
funding, employment, or learning. In one Đase, a papeƌ ǁas desĐƌiďed as ͞a ĐoŵŵeƌĐial 
strategy for sustaiŶaďilitǇ͟ ;ϭϱϳ Gƌoup, ϮϬϭϲͿ, referring to a more streamlined finance, 
Human Resources and payroll management system for colleges.  
The AoC  
Reflecting but not necessarily concurring with the carbon and economically biased 
nature of BIS communications which are discussed shortly, the AoC within their 
aƌĐhiǀed doĐuŵeŶt ͚GƌeeŶiŶg FE: ĐƌeatiŶg a ĐaƌďoŶ ƌeduĐtioŶ Đultuƌe͛ ϮϬϭϬ state that 
the key drivers for the government are carbon reduction, rather than skills or 
curriculum. Despite BIS iŶdiĐatiŶg that Đollege͛s ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to sustaiŶaďilitǇ is thƌough 
their estates and facilities functions, the AoC suggests that the seĐtoƌ͛s role to 
sustainability is broader than carbon reduction. Nevertheless, the emphasis of other 
archived and existing AoC documents is carbon and eco-efficiency focussed. 
Searches of the current AoC website revealed a webpage dedicated to the 
communication of sustainability. Key themes within this webpage reveal a CSR or STEM 
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bias, where sustainability is perceived as something with which colleges must remain 
compliant in order to achieve business aims, or synonymous with ensuring the 
employability of students.  
LiŶked fƌoŵ the ǁeďpage aƌe seǀeƌal ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ ďƌiefiŶgs͛, the key themes of which 
were also found to reflect those revealed at a niche level: climate change, green and 
low carbon skills, student leadership, offshore energy, and biodiversity. Perceptions 
that sustainability is the responsibility of estates and facilities management is further 
supported by advertised sector sustainability meetings being combined with existing 
estates ŵaŶageƌ͛s Ŷetǁoƌk ŵeetiŶgs. 
The ǁeďpage also Đites aŶ aŵďiguous statistiĐ statiŶg: ͞soŵe ϵϵ% of Đolleges alƌeadǇ 
have sustainability as a keǇ aiŵ ideŶtified iŶ theiƌ stƌategiĐ plaŶs͟ ;AoC website, 
2016[a]). Though the statistic is not referenced, this could reflect the previously 
discussed terminology issue whereby sustainability is used as a literal, rather than 
holistic term within college stƌategiĐ plaŶs. AŶ aŶalǇsis of this studǇ͛s paƌtiĐipatiŶg 
college strategy documents was conducted to test this theory. Annual reports, mission 
stateŵeŶts, stƌategǇ doĐuŵeŶts, aŶd the Đollege͛s aiŵs aŶd ǀalues ǁheƌe aǀailaďle, 
were analysed for reference to sustainability. In ten of the twenty examined cases, 
sustainability was not referenced in either interpretation, and was mixed within the 
remaining ten cases. Where sustainability was either referenced in its own section, or 
as part of the estates section within the annual review. In one case, sustainability was 
only mentioned with regards to the achievement of a sustainability award within its 
construction curriculum. In other cases, sustainability was a core value within the 
college strategy, but the term was also used with strategy documents in a literal sense, 
often referring to financial sustainability, or sustainable growth. On two occasions, a 
strategy document and an annual report referenced sustainability within the 
curriculum, but within the typically cited areas of added-value modules such as 
employability, or areas that teach green skills. In the remaining three cases, 
sustainability was found to be used only in the literal sense either as a core value, or to 
describe objectives within annual reports.  
In addition to the existing AoC sustainability webpage, key themes contained within 
three guidance documents that are no longer available on the AoC website, published 
in 2007 and 2008, reflect and also could be partially responsible for those themes that 
have since emerged at a niche level. For example, the best practice examples of 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶ FE, shoǁĐased ǁithiŶ the ϮϬϬϳ AoC ͚GƌeeŶ Đolleges͛ ďƌoĐhuƌe foĐussed 
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on buildings, paper reduction strategies, recycling initiatives, student campaigns, green 
travel, greenhouse gas reductions, and within curriculum, additions to existing areas 
such as land-based studies, specific sustainability courses on renewable energy, or 
including global citizenship within tutorial programmes. 
The ϮϬϬϴ ͚AĐhieǀiŶg GƌeeŶ Colleges͛ AoC shoƌt to loŶg-term strategy document, 
produced to guide colleges in becoming sustainable institutions also focussed on 
identical themes. Additionally, the vision that it sets out within this strategy document 
commits to achieving carbon-neutral college buildings as a long-term objective, and to 
use sustainable development within all curriculum areas to enhance the UK skills base 
and ensure economic prosperity. This vision reinforces perceptions that sustainability is 
vocationally embedded, typically used to add-value to existing business and economic 
processes. 
When describing trends in sustainability practice to denote the progress of the sector, 
one example of leadership, nine examples of buildings, four examples of transport, and 
two examples of curriculum were given.  The curriculum examples also echo those 
giǀeŶ ǁithiŶ the ͚GƌeeŶ Đolleges͛ ďƌoĐhuƌe, ǁheƌe eǆaŵples eitheƌ iŶĐluded eǆtƌa-
curricula activities, land-based studies, renewable energy, or dedicated, short-term, 
sustainability courses. Indeed, two graphs denoting curriculum areas in which colleges 
have adopted sustainability reinforce the emergent trend that the most common areas 
of adoption are construction and the built environment, land-based studies, 
humanities, travel and tourism, and enrichment or tutorial programmes.  
The strategy document also states that research conducted by the AoC revealed that 
the most common barriers to implementing sustainability within colleges are financial, 
but could be overcome by changes within government policy.  This reinforces 
previously highlighted dominant perceptions of barriers by college Principals, but also 
that sustainability is something that must be invested in, and is therefore only 
something that can be physically demonstrated. Seeking changes in government policy 
to overcome barriers of implementing sustainability is evidence of power pointing at a 
regime to landscape level. Power pointing is further demonstrated within this 
document, where it states that to help colleges achieve sustainability and overcome 
alƌeadǇ ďusǇ ageŶdas, Đolleges ƌeƋuiƌe sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt ĐhaŵpioŶs͛. Not oŶlǇ 
is this deŵoŶstƌatiǀe of sustaiŶaďilitǇ ďeiŶg peƌĐeiǀed as oŶe peƌsoŶ͛s ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ, 
but also is misaligned with the long-term goal stated within this document of colleges 
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becoming carbon neutral; a goal that cannot be the responsibility of one person.  
Theŵes ǁithiŶ the ϮϬϬϴ AoC “outh West Đolleges͛ Đase studǇ ǁeƌe agaiŶ siŵilaƌ to 
those already identified. The most commonly cited examples of sustainability in 
practice were energy management, recycling and waste management, green travel 
plans and initiatives, environmental policies and management systems, building 
improvements or new building developments, carbon management, student union 
iŶitiatiǀes aŶd ͚Faiƌtƌade͛, the eŵploǇŵeŶt of sustaiŶaďilitǇ pƌofessioŶals, oƌ 
ƌeĐƌuitŵeŶt of sustaiŶaďilitǇ ͚ĐhaŵpioŶs͛, sustaiŶaďle pƌoĐuƌeŵeŶt, ƌeŶeǁaďle eŶeƌgǇ, 
papeƌ ĐoŶsuŵptioŶ ŵaŶageŵeŶt, sustaiŶaďle ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ ͚ĐeŶtƌes͛, ďiodiǀeƌsitǇ, 
enrichment aĐtiǀities, aŶd a ͚healthǇ Đollege͛ iŶitiatiǀe. Though this Đase studǇ 
document reflected all of themes identified within the 2007 brochure, and the 2008 
strategy document, it also highlighted that the majority of common barriers are within 
the responsibility of colleges leadership and management; notably, their financial 
decision making.  
Another atypical statement made within this document was the recognition that 
colleges have extremely active relationships with local businesses and their 
communities, however this engagement was not centred on sustainable development 
per se, rather these relationships were perceived to be important for the financial 
sustainability of colleges. This reflects a terminology trend used by leaders interviewed 
as part of this study, which emphasised the importance of strong external relationships 
for the literal sustainability of colleges. 
At a landscape level: the SFA, EFA, ETF, DfE and BIS. 
The SFA  
All available SFA annual reports were therefore examined for evidence of sustainability. 
Though there were several common themes throughout, it is suggested that there was 
a gƌadual distaŶĐiŶg of the “FA͛s ƌole to sustaiŶaďilitǇ thƌough eduĐatioŶ as aŶŶual 
ƌepoƌts ;aŶd the oƌgaŶisatioŶ͛s purpose) matured. For instance, in the final chapters of 
the tǁo eaƌliest ƌepoƌts ;ϮϬϭϬ/ϭϭ, ϮϬϭϭ/ϭϮͿ, theƌe ǁas the suďheadiŶg ͚EŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal, 
soĐial aŶd ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ issues͛ ǁhiĐh iŶ thƌee ďullet poiŶts, stated the folloǁiŶg: 
 "The Agency continues to implement policies (developed under the LSC [in 
2010/11 report only] to reduce waste, improve use of resources and support 
local communities. 
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 The Agency has played a significant role in the development of the learning 
and skills of the nation. Note 4 to the accounts on pages 67 to 71 shows the 
range of programmes that were funded in 2010-11. 
 Agency staff and their friends and families routinely took part in many 
charitable fund-raising events and were duly celebrated in in-house 
ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶs͟ ;“FA, ϮϬϭ1:13; SFA, 2012:11).  
It is encouraging to see social and community issues being discussed alongside 
environmental issues, and that social issues such as the contribution colleges make 
through their provision of teaching and learning was described using language that 
alluded to the intrinsic worth of education (irrespectively of whether it is education for 
sustainable development). Though similar headings (though increasingly slimmer in 
their content) were contained in subsequent reports, the nuances of each gradually 
changed to reflect a more economical focus of the contribution of further education. 
Foƌ eǆaŵple, the ϮϬϭϰ/ϭϱ oŵitted the ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal, soĐial aŶd ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ͛ suď-
headiŶg altogetheƌ, aŶd iŶstead disĐussed these issues as paƌt of ͚soĐial, ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ 
and huŵaŶ ƌights issues͛. IŶ fouƌ paƌagƌaphs, the suď-chapter discussed how FE creates 
skills that contribute to economic growth and prosperity, and that enable people to act 
as productive citizens and employees. Additionally, Agency members of staff are able 
to participate in social, environmental and economic initiatives within communities as 
part of their staff development programmes. Later annual reports also omitted 
sustainability and environmental issues from their achievements, despite the Agency 
having met its carbon emissions reduction target in 2014/15. 
The 2012/13, 2013/14 and 2014/15 reports also referred to a sustainability report 
further on in the document which in each, contained the following key features: 
 Electricity and gas consumption, business travel, waste management, 
procurement, and the use of recycled paper were the only factors discussed 
within each of the reports. Wording within each annual report was almost 
ideŶtiĐal, ďut lateƌ ƌepoƌts also iŶĐluded a ͚BiodiǀeƌsitǇ͛ suďheadiŶg statiŶg, 
͞The Agency has a minimal external estate and therefore has not been involved 
iŶ ďiodiǀeƌsitǇ aĐtioŶ plaŶŶiŶg͟ ;“FA, ϮϬϭϯ:ϯϲͿ.  
 Lateƌ ƌepoƌts also iŶĐluded a ͚sustaiŶaďle pƌoĐuƌeŵeŶt͛ suďheadiŶg, 
referencing sundry expenses such as travel, conferencing and stationery, 
however the Agency stated that accountability for the sustainability of each of 
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these contracts rests with the Crown Commercial Service who conducted the 
tender exercises.  
 WithiŶ the ϮϬϭϰ/ϭϱ aŶŶual ƌepoƌt it ǁas stated that the AgeŶĐǇ͛s siŶgle target 
to reduce CO2 emissions by 25% by 2016 had been met. However there was no 
indication of subsequent targets or their application to other environmental 
aspects and impacts of the Agency. Indeed, it was stated within this report that 
the AgeŶĐǇ͛s main and direct impacts are due to its electricity and gas 
consumption and business travel. 
IŶ suŵŵaƌǇ, the “FA͛s aŶŶual ƌepoƌts haǀe gƌaduallǇ distaŶĐed theŵselǀes fƌoŵ a 
more holistic recognition of sustainability and the role of education (the work of the 
LSC), to a more operationally focussed interpretation, but focussing on the narrow 
scope of direct impacts only and displacing responsibility of other or indirect emissions 
that do not fall under the legislative requirements of the Carbon Reduction 
Commitment to other departments. Additionally, the Agency stated that many of the 
emission savings have been achieved by estate rationalisation, not estate 
iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶts, oƌ ďetteƌ still, Đultuƌal ĐhaŶges. EǀeŶ though ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌepoƌts͛ aƌe 
only a relatively recent addition to the annual reports, their depth and length of 
content has Ŷaƌƌoǁed Đoŵpaƌed ǁith eaƌlieƌ ƌepoƌts that did Ŷot ĐoŶtaiŶ ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ 
ƌepoƌts͛. It does Ŷot disĐuss the soĐial iŵpaĐts of the eduĐatioŶ it is fuŶdiŶg, the foĐus 
of skills and economic growth, or how and where it invests its money. In its description 
of improvements it also uses vocabulary that will only resonate with those within 
support estates functions, or put another way, the language used would be inaccessible 
to those unfamiliar with the legislation or terminology – even if they had an active 
iŶteƌest iŶ sustaiŶaďilitǇ. While the AgeŶĐǇ͛s aŶŶual ƌepoƌts oŶlǇ ĐoŶĐeƌŶ the aĐtiǀities 
of the Agency itself and not the sectors it funds (to whom it only provides 
environmental sustainability guidance relating to capital developments), and although 
sustainability within these reports has been communicated in an inconspicuous 
manner, they are nonetheless within the public domain. Therefore should anyone read 
one of these annual reports and take note of the sustainability approach of the Agency 
towards its own activities, it would perhaps reinforce perceptions that sustainability is 
process of environmental management only. Such patterns of communication are likely 
to have contriďuted to the ƌeasoŶ ǁhǇ ŵaŶǇ of the studǇ͛s paƌtiĐipatiŶg Đolleges 
consider sustainability to be the role of operational management; indeed, because 
much of the language used within discussions of sustainability is specialised, a senior 
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leader without specialist knowledge is likely to pass on (instead of digesting) the 
information to someone they feel is qualified. 
The EFA and ETF  
Searches of the EFA website using the same search terms did not generate any results 
other than sustainability being used as a literal term within Agency guidance 
documents. Similarly, searches of the Education and Training foundation (though there 
ǁas a sepaƌatelǇ sigŶposted seĐtioŶ ǁithiŶ theiƌ ͚Aďout us͛ ǁeďpage dediĐated to 
Equality and Diversity) were fruitless, and sustainability was not discussed or 
mentioned within their five-year plan (2015-2020). Only once was sustainability 
ƌefeƌeŶĐed, aŶd this ǁas ǁithiŶ the ͚Hoǁ to ǁƌite a suĐĐessful ďid͛ ǁeďpage ǁheƌe 
sustainability was mentioned as a prefix to the following statement: ͞We look foƌ ďids 
that haǀe the poteŶtial to ďe sustaiŶaďle oƌ haǀe ĐoŶsideƌed aŶ eǆit stƌategǇ͟. It is Ŷot 
clear to which interpretation of sustainability this refers. The website did however have 
a dediĐated ǁeďpage to ͚EƋualitǇ aŶd DiǀeƌsitǇ͛ sigŶposted fƌoŵ the ͚Aďout us͛ seĐtioŶ 
but adoption or reference to the sustainable development work carried out by the 
FouŶdatioŶ͛s pƌeĐediŶg depaƌtŵeŶt, L“I“, Đould Ŷot ďe loĐated. 
The DfE 
When searching the website of the DfE, 205 results were generated when using the 
seaƌĐh teƌŵs ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛, ͚sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt͛, aŶd ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛. The 
majority of the 205 search results were generated as a result of documents using the 
word sustainability, but as a literal term within generic reports concerning all other 
faĐets of the depaƌtŵeŶt͛s ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ. OŶlǇ a ŵiŶoƌitǇ of the seaƌĐh ƌesults ƌefeƌƌed 
to sustainability as a holistic term, but were guidance documents specifically developed 
foƌ sĐhools. ͚Top tips foƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶ sĐhools͛ aŶd ͚Top tips to ƌeduĐe eŶeƌgǇ aŶd 
ǁateƌ use iŶ sĐhools͛ ǁeƌe ďoth puďlished iŶ ϮϬϭϮ aŶd foĐussed oŶ the saŵe theŵes as 
information found within individual college websites: carbon reduction, energy and 
water reduction, sustainable purchasing, sustainable travel, reducing waste, catering 
and food, and global citizenship.  
  
177 
BIS 
 Searches of the BIS website generated 1111 results, however sustainability was either 
referred to within paper titles concerning economic growth, growth of industries, or 
ǁithiŶ the teƌŵs of ƌefeƌeŶĐe foƌ the ͚GƌeeŶ ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ ďoaƌd͛. IŶ oŶe Đase, a papeƌ 
referred specifically to sustainability and further education, but used only economically 
ďiased laŶguage: ͞“kills aƌe ǀital to our future and improving skills is essential to 
building sustainable growth and stronger communities. A skilled workforce is necessary 
to stimulate the private- sector growth that will bring new jobs and new prosperity all 
over this country. And a strong further education and skills system is fundamental to 
soĐial ŵoďilitǇ…͟ ;BI“, ϮϬϭϬ: 3Ϳ. This papeƌ, eŶtitled ͚“kills foƌ “ustaiŶaďle Gƌoǁth͛ is 
also ƌefeƌeŶĐed iŶ the aƌĐhiǀed  ;ďut still aǀailaďle oŶliŶeͿ ϮϬϭϬ ͚CaƌďoŶ ƌeduĐtioŶ 
deliǀeƌǇ plaŶ͛ ;C‘DPͿ, ǁhere BIS state that in addition to new buildings, leadership and 
the delivery of skills for a low carbon economy are also required.  
The CRDP sets out carbon reduction targets for all sectors under the responsibility of 
BIS, and on page 63 of the 63-page document, specifies its targets for the FE sector. BIS 
states that it will share the responsibility for achieving the carbon reduction target with 
the FE sector by continuing to fund the capital investment programme; a fund available 
to FE colleges for the development of new, more efficient college buildings. This eco-
efficiency focus with particular attention on carbon emissions whilst frustrating, could 
be reflective of the areas of responsibility the department has which, as stated by 
Beltran (2013) often dictates the focus and terminology used. The particular focus of 
BIS been examined but Ŷot ĐhalleŶged ďǇ the House of CoŵŵoŶ͛s eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal audit 
Đoŵŵittee ǁho stated, ͞The lesson for BIS is that increased economic growth (an aim 
underpinning much of its policies) can have both potentially good (e.g. increased 
eŵploǇŵeŶt oƌ soĐial ĐohesioŶͿ aŶd ďad ;e.g. eŵissioŶsͿ sustaiŶaďilitǇ ĐoŶseƋueŶĐes͟ 
(HOC, 2013: 10). This may have compounded perceptions that sustainability is not only 
synonymous with climate change and greenhouse gas emissions, but is the only direct 
way in which BIS and all of its departments contribute to unsustainability. 
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4.5 Results conclusion  
Sustainability means strategy, but must not change strategy  
Results to emerge from interviews, focus groups and content analysis correlate with 
the findings of Stavins et al (2003) and Lozano (2008) whereby perceptions of 
sustainability commonly adhere to a conventional economist perspective and a non-
environmental degradation perspective. This study has demonstrated that the two 
ways in which FE leaders (interchangeably) interpret sustainability reflect a perception 
that it is compatible with existing development paths and/ or is something that 
concerns the natural environment only (Cullingford, 2004[a]; Lozano, 2006; Dade and 
Hassenzahl, 2013). As will be discussed in the subsequent chapter, this environmental 
focus of the more holistic interpretation of sustainability is unfortunate given that it is 
to this that each management level of FE demonstrated least accountability.  However, 
using the analytical lens of the TMF it is suggested that the overall management 
approach to sustainability is still dependent on how it is interpreted. For example, 
discussions of strategic sustainability with leaders and the analysis of documents 
produced at a landscape level of leadership referred exclusively to the literal and 
conventional economist interpretation of sustainability, whereby sustainability is either 
simply the continuation and success of current business practices, or can be used as a 
tool to enhance economic development in order to ensure the continuation or 
sustainability of colleges as businesses. In this regard, perceptions of sustainability 
reflect a tactical or even strategic leadership approach because they are setting longer-
term goals and considering ways in which to build business resilience.  
However, examples of sustainability in practice (explicitly and implicitly suggested 
through each data set) were limited to operational activities within niche environments 
only. This therefore suggests that non-environmental degradation perspectives are 
resonant with an operational management approach. Perceptions of uncertainty and 
financial concerns are the most significant issues for FE leaders over a mid-long-term 
time frame, which may exacerbate perceptions of the relevance of sustainability as 
both themes are products of and perpetuate short term, reactive tendencies, as 
highlighted in sub-chapter 2.3.1 by Doppelt, 2010, Loorbach, 2010, and Ryan and 
Cotton, 2013.  
As examples of environmental sustainability are limited to an operational level only, 
this Đould suggest that eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal sustaiŶaďilitǇ is Ŷot seeŶ as ĐƌitiĐal to the seĐtoƌ͛s 
strategic sustainability.  
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As long as it pays, it is Estates’ job  
Perceptions of sustainability were certainly found to have bearing on how 
responsibility for sustainability was perceived. Indeed, this changed depending on the 
level of leadership being examined. At a college level, leaders indicated clearly their 
personal responsibility for the financial sustainability of the college, but expressed a 
Ŷeed foƌ otheƌs to diƌeĐt oƌ assigŶ ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ, oƌ ͚poǁeƌ-poiŶtiŶg͛ ǁith ƌegaƌds to 
holistic sustainability. When interviewing Principals, this direction of power pointing 
was usually upwards to the government, but some leaders also pointed downwards to 
interested or enthusiastic individuals within colleges. Not one college Principal claimed 
ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ foƌ theiƌ Đollege͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ approach and instead, indicated only 
transactional leadership approaches (Loorbach, 2010; Sedlacek, 2013) that favoured 
the responsibility of sustainability belonging to a specific individual.  Therefore, if 
leadeƌship is ͞a pƌoĐess of iŶflueŶĐiŶg otheƌs toǁaƌds a ĐoŵŵoŶ ǀisioŶ͟ ;Middleďƌooks 
et al, 2009), then college leaders are not demonstrating a leadership towards holistic 
sustainability, only financial sustainability. 
In the few instances where Vice-Principals or Directors were interviewed instead of 
Principals, responsibility was perceived to rest with the college Principal. Focus group 
participants on the other hand strongly indicated that it was both the responsibility of 
the government to introduce the necessary incentives for sustainability to gain traction 
within the sector, which within their college should be led by the Principal. Focus 
groups were also more consistent in their perceptions of sustainability as a term 
whereby their focus was on the holistic rather than literal term, and on the whole 
referred to operational examples of sustainability in practice. 
Explicit and inferred references to those responsible for sustainability within online and 
published content found that the dominant trend was the specified or suggested 
responsibility of operational business support areas, such as the Director of Property, 
or less commonly, dedicated sustainability roles such as the Director of Sustainability, 
or Sustainability manager. Indeed, where information existed on college websites and 
ǁeďpages, it ǁas tǇpiĐallǇ loĐated ǁithiŶ ͚Estates aŶd BuildiŶgs͛ ǁeďpages aŶd iŶ all 
cases, did not denote senior endorsement of the practices being described. The 
endorsement was implicitly suggested to rest with the operational function of the 
college. Indeed, sustainability portrayed by websites at a regime and landscape level 
was anonymously published and projected the ownership and responsibility for 
sustainability leadership either onto individual colleges and individuals within colleges, 
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or more broadly, stating that this guidance should be sufficient for colleges to self-lead 
oŶ its iŵpleŵeŶtatioŶ. While the AoC did state that theǇ ďelieǀed a Đollege͛s 
sustainability role goes beyond eco-efficiency, examples of good sustainability practice 
provided within AoC publications and online typically reinforce an eco-efficiency and 
operational bias. This may be reflective of a gap between rhetoric and reality, or the 
theory of sustainability and how it is practiced, as reported by Wals and Blewitt, (2010), 
Stevenson, (2007), and Shiel (2013). 
Issues relating to power are suggestive of a lack of confidence and uncertainty of how 
colleges are able to contribute to sustainable development, which may be inhibiting 
leaders to seize autonomy at a more local level. Perceptions of power may therefore be 
based on convenience by all leadership levels if there is widespread uncertainty of how 
the sector is able to contribute to sustainable development.  
Old habits die hard  
Despite the different emphases of perceptions of sustainability as a term, when 
discussing the holistic interpretation, all levels of management indicated a perception 
that sustainability is an add-on to core business or core curriculum and can only be a 
peripheral consideration to college priorities. Examples of sustainability in practice 
consistently reflected a focus on operational eco-efficiency initiatives, or referring to 
ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ eŶgageŵeŶt ǁhiĐh ǁas also doŵiŶated ďǇ ͚added oŶ͛ eco-efficiency 
projects or modules within vocational curriculum areas, teaching students and staff 
about sustainability rather than transforming education so that it educates for 
sustainability (Sterling, 2013). 
The similarities and trends identified in information held at a niche, regime, and 
landscape level may be reflective of individual colleges adopting and continuing 
practices and perceptions based on the information advocated at a regime level 
particularly, within the period 2005 – 2010. This continuation and focus on largely 
operational activities may be prolonging the perception laterally and hierarchically 
within the sector that colleges should and continue to demonstrate interest in 
sustainability within their operations, and overlooking any niche level demand or 
interest for sustainability to be integrated more into college curriculum. In other words, 
because current practices in sustainability have generally established themselves as 
being supportive of the broader sector agenda of making efficiencies to ensure 
business continuity, there may be little management interest or time to consider the 
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resources required to develop a more holistic approach to sustainability across the 
sector. This resonates with Fien (2002) and Sterling (2013) who believe universities and 
colleges fiŶd it easieƌ to ͚taĐkle͛ Đaŵpus gƌeeŶiŶg aŶd eco-efficiency rather than to 
instil the cultural and behaviour changes required to embed sustainability holistically 
and systemically within institutions. 
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Chapter 5. Discussion  
This chapter presents the thesis discussion and is split into three sub-chapters: the first 
sub-Đhapteƌ disĐusses the studǇ͛s fiŶdiŶgs uŶdeƌ the thƌee doŵiŶaŶt theŵes eǆploƌed 
by the research questions – perceptions of sustainability, power and practice – with 
each sub-chapter discussing areas of congruence with existing key theories regarding 
sustainability and leadership within education speculating on the potential reasons 
ďehiŶd the studǇ͛s ƌesults, oƌ put ŵoƌe siŵplǇ, the why behind the what. The second 
sub-Đhapteƌ distils the disĐussioŶ iŶ oƌdeƌ to aŶsǁeƌ eaĐh of the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh 
questions speĐifiĐallǇ, aŶd pƌoǀides aŶ aŶsǁeƌ to the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh oďjeĐtiǀe. A fiŶal 
concluding chapter summarising the research findings and its most dominant themes 
ends the chapter.  
5.1 Perceptions, practice and power; an issue of the perceived diminishing return of 
environmental responsibility.  
This chapter contextualises the research findings and areas of congruence with existing 
key theories regarding sustainability and leadership within education. The chapter is 
split into two sub-chapters, which respectively discuss the dominant themes to emerge 
from perceptions and practice of sustainability, and how power and responsibility for 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ is peƌĐeiǀed aŶd aĐtuallǇ distƌiďuted ǁithiŶ the seĐtoƌ͛s leadeƌship 
hierarchy. Each sub-chapter is then distilled to provide specific answers to each of the 
studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh ƋuestioŶs iŶ the folloǁiŶg Đhapteƌ.  
5.1.1 The adoption of sustainability to refine unsustainability  
It is iƌoŶiĐ that the teƌŵ ͚sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt͛ ǁas ĐoŶĐeiǀed as a ƌeaĐtioŶ to aŶ 
increasing awareness of environmental degradation (Strong and Hemphill, 2009), yet as 
demonstrated within this study, the term has also been adopted to mean the 
continuation of practices that directly or indirectly perpetuate environmental 
degradation. As discussed previously (and will be in greater detail subsequently), this 
could reflect a gap between the rhetoric and reality of sustainability as identified within 
HE by Loorbach, 2010 and Sedlacek, 2013. More specifically though, this study has 
shown that FE leaders also demonstrate a broader conceptual understanding of 
sustainability than how they believe it is practiced within their institutions. However, 
more worryingly there is a sector trend particularly within the higher echelons of FE 
leadership, of sustainability being purported as a tool that is conducive with sustainable 
development, oblivious to the reality that it is in fact only refining unsustainability.  
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This observation is partially based on the different emphases each management level 
placed onto their interpretation of sustainability, for example, interview participants 
indicated a less consistent perception of sustainable development and interchangeably 
used different interpretations, often within the same sentence but did not discuss (and 
did not acknowledge that they were doing it) the conflict that this presented. Most 
commonly, leaders referred to the interpretation that sustainability is a synonym for 
the continuation of existing development paths, reflecting the understanding of HE 
academics studied by Reid and Petocz (2006) and Christie et al (2014), that is 
essentially, to keep something going. However leaders also commonly referred to the 
interpretation whereby sustainability concerns the natural environment only (Doppelt, 
2008), the protection of which is not incompatible with existing development paths. 
These interpretations resonate with the conventional economist perspective (Stavins et 
al, 2003; Lozano, 2008) to which sustainability serves as an efficiency tool to existing 
development paths, or a non-environmental degradation perspective, which focuses on 
environmental, issues only (Cullingford, 2004[a]; Lozano, 2006; Dade and Hassenzahl, 
2013). Not only do both interpretations continue to serve the existing paradigm of 
industrial development and consumerism (Quilley, 2009), but they also reinforce Wals 
and Jickling (2002) and Cullingford (2004[a]) who suggest that contradictory 
interpretations of sustainability are used to suit different agendas that typically remain 
ĐeŶtƌed oŶ a huŵaŶ ǁoƌldǀieǁ plaĐiŶg eŵphasis oŶ ͚sustaiŶed͛ oƌ ͚suĐĐessful͛ gƌoǁth 
as an indicator of economic development (Williams and Millington, 2004; Waas et al, 
2011). Focus groups discussions more consistently referred to environmental 
sustainability both as a concept and in practice, however the emphasis remained – as 
did the interview discussions - on a human worldview, whereby continued economic 
growth was perceived as not being mutually exclusive from environmental protection.  
Overall, unless referring to sustainability as an activity that can lead to financial savings 
to suppoƌt aŶ oƌgaŶisatioŶs͛ sustaiŶaďilitǇ, its ƌeleǀaŶĐe to FE as a holistic concept was 
dismissed. This suggests that learning about sustainability within FE has stalled at 
simply accommodating convenient aspects of sustainable development. More broadly, 
this also indicates that the crisis of perception of sustainability identified by Sterling 
(2004) – over a decade ago - which revolves around the common assumption that 
sustainability can be achieved by simply ͚adding it͛ to existing structures and processes, 
withstands. 
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What subsequent discussions will highlight is that this perception is not necessarily 
based on a lack of understanding that the current paradigm is unsustainable, instead it 
is that the current paradigm remains comfortable to those individuals, societies and 
institutions and countries in power it serves. The incentive to shift perspectives from a 
human centred worldview to an ecological worldview is neither perceived nor desired, 
especially so if it is recognised that the campaign for sustainability is one of austerity, 
not abundance (Monbiot, 2006). Reinforcing Cullingford (2004[b]) who also believes 
that sustainability is often just associated with personal inconvenience, participants of 
this study stated that the activities carried out under the name of sustainability already 
evoke negative perceptions of financial sacrifice and personal inconvenience. This 
therefore does not instil the optimism that society wants sustainable development 
enough to make the necessary changes for it to happen.  
Furthermore, even if incentivised financially, this suggests that it is only perceived as a 
worthy endeavour if everyone else is doing it (Monbiot, 2006), and not as something 
that is intrinsically worthwhile. Indeed, the fact that participants stated that the 
personal or business gain from implementing sustainability initiatives is slow to 
materialise suggests that the motive for such initiatives, particularly at an organisation 
level, is financially or reputationally driven rather than driven by a desire to reduce 
dependence on fossil fuels and behave more sustainably. As recognised by Banerjee 
(2008), there is not the instant reward or gratification from implementing sustainability 
iŶitiatiǀes ďeǇoŶd the ͚loǁeƌ haŶgiŶg fƌuit͛. This is pƌoďleŵatiĐ giǀeŶ that the ŵoƌe 
difficult measures beyond accommodating sustainability are undoubtedly less 
appealing to those iŶ positioŶs of poǁeƌ as ͞theƌe is a ŵisŵatĐh iŶ tiŵiŶg ďetǁeeŶ the 
eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal aŶd eleĐtoƌal iŵpaĐt͟ ;MoŶďiot, ϮϬϬϲ: ϮϮͿ.  
Fuƌtheƌŵoƌe ǁheŶ sustaiŶaďilitǇ is ƌefeƌeŶĐed as soŵethiŶg that ĐaŶ ďe ͚iŶdulged͛ iŶ 
oŶlǇ ǁheŶ eǀeƌǇthiŶg else is ͚soƌted͛ (Phillips, 2009[a]), it does not instil confidence 
that voluntarism rather than coercion (Carroll, 1999) will be forthcoming at an 
organisational or societal level. More worryingly, given that this indulgent activity can 
only be in reference to the environment, as everything else concerns matters that have 
immediate impact on humans – i.e. social wellbeing and financial security, by the time 
society is ready for either coercion or voluntarism, it may be ecologically too late.    
What this study reinforces is that sustainability does not just suffer from a crisis of 
perception, but that the paradigm within which western society operates implicitly 
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purports environmental unaccountability. In other words, even if an individual or 
organisation understands and is prepared to take the necessary steps towards 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ, theǇ oƌ it ĐaŶŶot tƌaŶsitioŶ to paƌadigŵatiĐ ĐhaŶge at a ƌate ͞fasteƌ thaŶ 
soĐietǇ as a ǁhole͟ ;“teƌliŶg, ϮϬϬϰ:ϱϴͿ. As discussed in chapter 2, values are slow to 
change but they are still capable of change (Shields et al, 2002; Loorbach, 2010) and 
while this may be the most realistic speed at which social and economic systems can 
incrementally adapt and change, it is suggested that it is an insufficient speed for the 
prevention of further environmental damage that may subsequently exceed tipping 
points of system collapse (Monbiot, 2006; Kumar, 2009; Westley et al, 2011). It is likely 
then that a transition to a more sustainable paradigm can only take place at a speed 
that is unable to prevent further species loss and ecological damage. Even then, people 
will only act when everyone else is perceived to be doing so, and this therefore relies 
upon the sharing of power by those whose interest is to do precisely the opposite 
(Monbiot, 2006).  
A human worldview of sustainability  
Leaders and focus groups shared the perception that colleges are unsustainable 
through their environmental impacts such as resource use and campus operations. 
Therefore colleges could become more sustainable through the better management, or 
improved eco-efficiency of these activities. This resonates with one of the five most 
commonly identified approaches to sustainability taken by universities, as described by 
Hopkinson et al (2004), Brinkhurst et al (2011), and Bessant et al (2015): 
 Education and teaching students about sustainability, which may also be 
reflected in some changes within academic curricula.  
 Sustainability-focused research.  
 Campus operations and environmental management which seeks to reduce the 
impact of the universities activities  
 Engaging with other businesses and the community on sustainability issues. 
 Policy and administrative based planning for sustainability. 
College websites and policy documents also focused on environmental management in 
their implied or explicit reference to sustainable development, but with more 
consistency than interview and focus group participants. Furthermore, websites and 
policy documents indicated a more environmentally focussed approach whereby 
references were made to protecting and reducing risk to the natural environment, 
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reflecting language also found within environmental management frameworks such as 
ISO14001 (Wang, 2010).  
Whereas policy documents stated that the environment should be protected, interview 
and focus group discussions remained human focussed, suggesting that producing less 
ǁaste aŶd ŵitigatiŶg huŵaŶs͛ iŵpaĐt oŶ the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt is as faƌ as ǁe should ďe 
expected to go if human living standards are to be improved. Indeed, participants 
likened sustainability activities to health and safety and equality and diversity activities, 
both of which were seen as new but important issues that have gradually become 
integrated into college activities. Participants stated that although colleges were 
incentivised to act on health and safety and equality and diversity by legislation (and 
the fear of litigation), which at the time was perceived as a nuisance and an extra that 
could not be resourced, sustainability would eventually become integrated in the same 
way. This reinforces Goldberg (2009) whereby government interventions may be seen 
as inefficient or incompetent, but are perceived to hold responsibility for solving social 
problems.  
This human worldview held by participants became clear when discussing that not only 
should some environmental impact of human activity be expected, but that it is 
necessary in order to maintain or improve current standards of living, or aid social 
improvement. This perception held by many interview and focus group participants, 
that the current business paradigm is not mutually exclusive with environmental 
pƌeseƌǀatioŶ ďeĐause ͞ǁe ƌeĐǇĐle͟, ƌeiŶfoƌĐes GaŵďiŶi ;ϮϬϬϲͿ ǁho stated that 
activities such as recycling are often perceived as a sufficient response to making 
lifestǇles sustaiŶaďle, a ƌespoŶse also that oŶlǇ ŵitigates soŵe of a pƌoduĐt͛s 
environmental impact and only once the procurement decision has already been made. 
It also reinforces a lack of systemic understanding of the impact of the educated and 
the education sector on continued unsustainability and the persistent problems that 
contribute to unsustainable development (Orr, 1992; Westley et al, 2011). 
The emphasis on direct environmental activities of many participants suggests an 
insular, cause and effect focus and not the less tangible indirect ways in which college 
activities (i.e. through what it teaches) perpetuate global issues such as environmental, 
social and economic decline. It is perhaps inevitable that participants of focus groups 
were more operationally focused than their leaders, who during interviews mirrored 
the rhetoric at a landscape level, which focused on the positive social and economic 
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contribution colleges have on the sustainability of local communities through the 
provision of education and training. As stated by Wright and Wilton (2012), this is in 
part symptomatic of the different issues particular jobs are exposed to, for example 
what may be a priority for a facilities manager may be an unfamiliar term or concept to 
a seŶioƌ adŵiŶistƌatoƌ. WithiŶ this studǇ, leadeƌs͛ pƌedoŵiŶaŶt ƌefeƌeŶĐe to the 
ĐoŶtiŶuatioŶ oƌ ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ of the oƌgaŶisatioŶ ŵiƌƌoƌed laŶguage used at a 
landscape level, which although could only be interpreted through document and 
website analysis, exclusively referred to sustainability in the literal sense of the word. It 
is perhaps then circumstantial of the role of Principal or senior leader within a sector 
that is so responsive to government policy that the language adopted by leaders 
reflects what they believe they should be saying, rather than taking time to reflect 
what they believe the term to mean.  
Funded to be unsustainable; funded to fuel unsustainability  
At a landscape level, sustainability was similarly perceived to be compatible with 
eǆistiŶg deǀelopŵeŶt paths, eǀideŶĐed ďǇ goǀeƌŶŵeŶt oŶliŶe ĐoŶteŶt͛s oŶlǇ ƌefeƌeŶĐe 
to environmental sustainability in relation to historic and current eco-efficiency targets 
for the FE estate. Most dominantly however, governmental departments referred to 
the literal use of the term, suggesting that sustainability is not only understood to be 
compatible with existing development paths, but is largely used as a synonym to 
describe the endurance and refinement of existing development paths and processes, 
to which a non-environmental degradation perspective can assist.  
This is also indicative of a conflict between short-term reactive and long-term strategic 
decision-making. Reductions in funding for example was often expressed as a short to 
mid term concern because inevitably the long-term financial position of the sector is 
ďeǇoŶd the teŶuƌe of the iŶteƌǀieǁee͛s ĐuƌƌeŶt positioŶ. This appƌoaĐh ĐoŵďiŶed ǁith 
the short-term policy changes the sector often experiences with each change of 
government do not encourage the longer term thinking that sustainable development 
requires (Ballard, 2005; Loorbach et al, 2009; Davies, 2009[a]; Morris and Martin, 2009; 
Middlebrooks et al, 2009; Shiel, 2013Ϳ. IŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, ͞leaders continue to centre their 
effoƌts aloŶg oŶe liŶe of iŶdustƌial thiŶkiŶg͟ ;PiaseĐki, ϮϬϬϬ:ϭϭϱͿ, deŵoŶstƌated ďǇ 
leadeƌs͛ foĐus oŶ the iŶŶoǀatioŶ of income streams to ensure financial sustainability in 
light of continued government funding cuts; focus on developing student employability 
to satisfy the current economic skills requirement; and to drive innovation within 
curriculum delivery as a key quality indicator and to achieve competitive advantage. 
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The ƌeal iŵpaĐt of poǁeƌ, ďased oŶ the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s peƌĐeiǀed ƌole of the seĐtoƌ, 
means that not only is education disassociated from environmental decline, but also its 
perceived purpose is inherently at odds with the principles of sustainable development. 
Colleges are practicing the social aspects of sustainability by seeking to improve social 
inclusion, and the social and economic fortunes of individuals and communities, but 
rely on the continuation of the unsustainable paradigm in order to fund their 
sustainability as a business. While they may not be enthusiastically pursuing 
environmental sustainability, it may be a case of being too busy fire fighting the 
demands placed on them in order to fulfil their social purpose that prevents them 
doing more.  
Even if they did make this link, to change their purpose would ultimately lead to their 
demise, or their continuation would rely on the simultaneous paradigmatic change 
across society as a whole in order to fulfil their purpose of meeting students, 
eŵploǇeƌ͛s and governmental needs. 
This raises the question of whether the sector is inadvertently yet fundamentally at 
odds with sustainable development while ever it remains so dependent on government 
funding, i.e. the sector is responsive rather than self-directed. Indeed, leaders hinted 
that the current market stifles their ability to develop a long-term vision or strategy for 
their college because decision-ŵakiŶg iŶstead is pƌioƌitised to eŶsuƌe the Đollege͛s 
more short to mid term survival. Within this context, activities relating to sustainable 
deǀelopŵeŶt ǁeƌe iŶĐluded ǁithiŶ desĐƌiptioŶs of ͚ŶiĐe͛, less uƌgeŶt thiŶgs, that ĐaŶ ďe 
ĐoŶsideƌed oŶĐe the Đollege͛s futuƌe has ďeeŶ seĐuƌed, aŶd of Đouƌse if fuŶdiŶg 
conditions allow. It is therefore suggested that the subservience of environmental 
sustainability to financial sustainability and the social purpose of colleges is an 
inevitable product of the chaotic position colleges remain in by trying to satisfy the 
conflicting needs of prospective students, local businesses and the government 
(Panchamia, 2012). Perhaps then colleges like universities have simply done what they 
ŵust iŶ oƌdeƌ to suƌǀiǀe the ĐuƌƌeŶt Đliŵate, to ǁhiĐh theǇ ͞ĐuƌƌeŶtlǇ do Ŷot haǀe the 
ĐhoiĐe to opt out͟ ;BessaŶt et al, ϮϬϭϱ: ϲͿ. 
  
189 
Thriving on unsustainability  
Rather than ignorance of what constitutes sustainable development, participants are 
merely reinforcing what Strachan (2009), Tomkinson (2009), and Doppelt (2012) term a 
reductionist view of the world. This view does not dismiss the importance of the 
natural environment (i.e. all humans enjoy the direct and indirect benefits of the 
natural environment, from a walk in a park, or breathing oxygen) rather, it purports a 
view that places value onto individual components of the natural environment, and 
fails to recognise the interconnectedness between it and us (society). Therefore, while 
participants indicated their value of the natural environment, they failed to associate 
the impacts of colleges on continued environmental degradation. Their focus on 
mitigating waste and emissions is evidence of a reductionist perspective as it 
essentially focuses on things that can be easily seen and measured – such as amount of 
waste produced – but ignores the difficult to distinguish interconnections and 
feedbacks that produces the waste in the first place (Doppelt, 2012).  
The risk of sustainability was similarly assessed as being based on quantitative factors 
such as economic conditions, and the need to build resilience in response to the 
perpetual reduction in government funding. Participants did not discuss the wider risk 
posed by environmental or social unsustainability to colleges, the FE sector or 
education as a whole, and their discussion in isolation suggests that the business case 
for reducing a college͛s eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal iŵpaĐt is ŵoƌe taŶgiďle thaŶ the ƌisks of the 
impacts themselves.  
Indeed, only within the realms of economic sustainability was the role of college 
education discussed by college leaders - in other words, education for economic 
sustainability. Focus group participants and some online content referred to the 
embedding of sustainability into curriculum areas, but such examples were of 
education about sustainability. This was better than some though who did not discuss 
the Đollege͛s ƌole as aŶ eduĐatoƌ, aŶd iŶ a sŵall Ŷuŵďeƌ of Đases, paƌtiĐipaŶts stated 
that environmental sustainability is not something that has a direct impact on students 
- unlike economic sustainability. This reinforces that when conceptualising the literal 
teƌŵ of sustaiŶaďilitǇ, i.e. to keep the Đollege goiŶg, Đollege͛s deĐisioŶs aƌe ďased oŶ 
external factors such as local labour markets and skills requirements. However, when 
discussing the holistic interpretation of the word, the majority of discussions indicated 
a more internal, operational, focus on the refinement and environmental mitigation of 
existing processes in isolation from other college activities. In other words, where 
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ƌeĐogŶised, the foĐus of Đolleges͛ ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to sustaiŶaďilitǇ is esseŶtiallǇ thƌough 
reducing their abstract environmental impacts on a detached environment. This 
detachment reinforces Kenrick (2009) who states that environmentalism has failed to 
engage western societies – to whom carbon remains an abstract and impersonal term 
(Whitmarsh et al, 2009) – and nor has it explained or demonstrated the short and long 
term gains of a more sustainable society (Blincoe, 2009). Instead environmental 
impacts remain abstract to the majority of those who live most beyond their means, 
whereas those who are least responsible for environmental damage are the most likely 
to suffer its effects (Monbiot, 2006).  
It is perhaps therefore counterintuitive that a greater understanding of unsustainability 
will lead to appropriate action for sustainability (Strachan, 2009), when a reductionist 
view continues the emphasis of doing things better, rather than doing better things 
(Sterling, 2004). This first order change as described by Doppelt (2012:6) focuses on 
͞iŵpƌoǀiŶg the effiĐieŶĐǇ of a sǇsteŵ ǁithout fuŶdaŵeŶtallǇ ĐhaŶgiŶg its goals, 
stƌuĐtuƌes oƌ ultiŵate outĐoŵes͟. IŶdeed Ŷot oŶlǇ is ƌelatiǀe stability maintained with 
the eǆistiŶg paƌadigŵ ;“teƌliŶg, ϮϬϬϰͿ, ďut as stated ďǇ BaǁdeŶ ;ϮϬϬϰ: ϯϬͿ ͞We ĐaŶ ďe 
sure that any attempt to bring about sustainability will meet enormous resistance from 
many people and vested interests, and that includes resistance even to the very idea of 
encouraging or allowing learning systems to engage with sustainability as a topic of 
discourse, with the risk that new insights for action that might disturb the ambitions of 
the poǁeƌful Đould iŶdeed eŵeƌge͟. IŶdeed, as expanded by Polistina (2009:121) 
͞Đultuƌal aŶd soĐial poǁeƌ-brokers may safeguard the prominence of their power 
positioŶs ďǇ disĐƌeditiŶg, ƌidiĐuliŶg aŶd deǀaluiŶg gƌoups theǇ peƌĐeiǀe to ďe a thƌeat͟. 
Afteƌ all, ͞the ŵaiŶ ŵotiǀatioŶ of politiĐal leadeƌs is to ƌeŵaiŶ iŶ poǁeƌ͟ ;KiƌalǇ et al, 
2017:135). 
Not only therefore is there a lack of tangible external incentives to make the necessary 
changes for the transition to sustainability, there is no internal incentive either, as 
colleges, as part of western economies, are actually thriving by being unsustainable, 
even though this is at the expense ultimately of all living things (Kenrick, 2009; Doppelt, 
2012). As this study demonstrates, the issue with an accommodative response being 
perceived as sustainable development in practice furthers the perception that 
technological or political interventions are able to protect society from the very 
consequences of unsustainable practices (Kenrick, 2009; Monbiot, 2006). For example, 
cleaner cars may have in some areas reduced air pollution, but this does not negate the 
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environmental impacts of the cars being manufactured in the first place, or the social 
impacts of cars being used for journeys that could otherwise be made on foot or public 
transport. Similarly, recycling waste fails to address the issue of why the waste was 
produced in the first place. More relevantly to this study, participants indicated a belief 
that if colleges can reduce the amount or mitigate the impacts of the physical 
environmental aspects and impacts to result from college activities (i.e. the college 
outputs), this amounts to colleges practising sustainable development. Participants did 
not discuss the potential for their inputs and core business processes (i.e. students and 
education respectively) to generate more meaningful and more sustainable 
contributions to sustainable development. 
It should be expected then that sustainability behaviours generally stop at an 
accommodative response because it does not threaten the current paradigm, indeed, 
doing things better actually increases the efficiency of existing processes and assists in 
ŵaiŶtaiŶiŶg the doŵiŶaŶt paƌadigŵ͛s staďilitǇ ;“teƌliŶg, ϮϬϬϰ). Therefore even though 
some participants acknowledged that sustainability does not just concern buildings, 
how a college feels it can practice sustainability may be limited to eco-efficiency, 
because anything more is in danger of deviating from its core purpose and priorities set 
by government, and therefore presents a financial risk. Historical trends (which will be 
discussed subsequently) may also explain why financial issues are seen to prevent 
further engagement with sustainability (echoed by Wright and Wilton, 2012; EAUC, 
2015). However, this is also assuming that there is a demand for further engagement 
with sustainability. In many ways, results from this study suggest that the demand will 
be generated if there is an incentive, but in their absence, Đollege leadeƌs͛ ŵaiŶ 
concern and focus is the organisational sustainability of colleges. Therefore whilst the 
power for incentivising engagement may rest with the government, it raises the 
question of if, when, why and how the government will incentivise colleges to engage 
with all facets of sustainable development. Perhaps the power for change actually rests 
on cultural and societal demands, as with the organisational sustainability of colleges. 
For instance, it was to improve attractiveness to prospective students that served as 
the main motive for colleges to refresh their estates. Part of this refreshment included 
ďeiŶg ͚fit foƌ puƌpose͛ aŶd the aďility of classrooms to be modernised to suit 
pedagogical innovations (how students learn, not what they learn), which themselves 
are reflective of wider societal technological trends. Reflecting a consistent trend 
throughout this study, sustainability, through the application of eco-efficiency is 
perceived as a refinement tool for existing processes and systems that are dependent 
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on and perpetuate the need for technological innovation and economic growth 
(Dunphy et al, 2007). To reiterate Sterling (2004) and Garud and Gehman (2012) this 
highlights the difference between innovating within current systems and innovation of 
current systems. With the exception of the funding model of colleges, research 
participants within this study have not suggested that existing systems need to change 
or recognised that sustainable development is dependent on it.  
The vicious circle of relevance and responsibility  
The incongruous application of sustainability as a concept to the FE sector is 
consistently confined to an eco-efficiency approach, which undoubtedly purports the 
view that sustainability concerns only environmental issues, yet as previously 
discussed, it is to the environment that colleges in practice demonstrate the least 
accountability. This confinement to environmental issues was certainly demonstrated 
by college websites and policy documents, which revealed a more consistent portrayal 
of sustainability (than by interview and focus group participants) by using eco-
effiĐieŶĐǇ teƌŵs suĐh as ͞gƌeeŶiŶg the Đaŵpus͟, oƌ ͞eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal ŵaŶageŵeŶt͟. 
Such terms, as stated by Dade and Hassenzahl (2013), may alienate or be inaccessible 
to those who are more interested in the social and economic aspects of sustainability, 
and may also reinforce the notion that conceptually, sustainability is limited to eco-
efficiency, therefore precluding its perceived relevance to the core business or 
purposes of colleges (Ryan and Cotton, 2013; Sterling, 2013). 
The relevance and therefore responsibility of sustainability was also demonstrated by 
the location of sustainability information within online content. For example, it had to 
be assumed that the information would be located within webpages belonging to 
͚estates aŶd faĐilities͛ suggestiŶg that uŶless the iŶteŶtioŶ ǁas to fiŶd sustaiŶaďilitǇ 
information it is unlikely to be found. In other words, if the college had sustainability 
information it wanted to publicly convey, its location would be more easily accessible, 
as stated ďǇ “Đott aŶd Gough ;ϮϬϬϰ:ϮϰϯͿ, ͞UŶiǀeƌsitǇ͛s ǁeďsites ƌepƌeseŶt the ǀieǁ 
they want the world to have of them, and by and large sustainable development is a 
ŵiŶoƌ ĐoŶstitueŶt of that iŵage͟.  
It Đould theƌefoƌe ďe legitiŵatelǇ aƌgued that Đollege͛s Ŷeitheƌ ŵaƌket Ŷoƌ ƌeĐogŶise 
the value in marketing their current approaches to sustainable development. Dade and 
Hassenzahl (2013) also observed this trend within university websites, whereby 
universities were often doing more with regards to sustainability than their website 
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suggested. This ineffective communication may be a result of those who are managing 
sustainability working within back of house functions that typically may not have 
exposure to or experience of communicating to the wider college community, or that 
those controlling website content focus only on the perceived interests of prospective 
students which will undoubtedly overlook any back of house support function such as 
estates and buildings. As pointed out by Velazquez et al (2005), communicating 
sustainability within universities is made more difficult by decentralised information 
sources and a lack of communication between departments.  
In those instances where college websites did communicate their approach to 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ, theǇ ofteŶ iŶĐluded stateŵeŶts suĐh as this: ͞As a College, ǁe͛ƌe 
committed to improving our sustainability. This involves making sure we always 
opeƌate iŶ a ǁaǇ that͛s ďoth suppoƌtiǀe aŶd pƌoteĐtiǀe of the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt, ǁhile 
ĐoŶsideƌiŶg the ǀaƌious eĐoŶoŵiĐ aŶd soĐial iŵpaĐts͟ ;Đollege ϯ ǁeďsiteͿ. IŶ ƌealitǇ 
however, and as will be discussed in greater detail subsequently, it is the environment 
that falls subservient to economic and social considerations. Website statements are 
however not necessarily intentionally misleading; it is suggested that it is the human 
worldview from which sustainability is interpreted that leads to the perception that a 
positive intent towards the environment is as good as positive environmental action. 
This is perhaps why policy documents often used terms such as ͞ǁe ǁill͟ oƌ ͞ǁe͛ƌe 
goiŶg to ďe͟ ƌatheƌ thaŶ ͞aƌe doiŶg͟, hoǁeǀeƌ as stated ďǇ BaǁdeŶ ;ϮϬϬϰ:ϮϭͿ ͞having a 
firm resolve to achieve anything gives little evidence of how it might actually be 
aĐhieǀed iŶ pƌaĐtiĐe eǀeŶ if ǁe Đould agƌee oŶ ǁhat it ǁas ǁe ǁeƌe hopiŶg to aĐhieǀe͟.  
Poor communication was reinforced by some focus group participants who indicated 
that a method of comparing college environmental impacts would be beneficial, 
negating the fact that all colleges in the UK are required to submit annual 
eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal data as paƌt of the ͚eMaŶdate͛ dataďase ;AoC, 2013) and therefore 
reinforcing the issue regarding decentralised information sources and the lack of 
awareness other than by those directly responsible.  
Fuƌtheƌŵoƌe, this also ƌeiŶfoƌĐes that it is oŶlǇ a Đollege͛s diƌeĐt aŶd ƋuaŶtifiaďle 
environmental impacts that are generally considered rather than the indirect but more 
substantial environmental impacts of its education provision. Therefore while the 
perpetuation of unsustainability was not linked to education, it was still considered to 
be a topic that was worthy of some attention within certain curriculum areas. Indeed, 
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iŶ soŵe Đases sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁas desĐƌiďed as ďeiŶg ͞dediĐated͟ to sustaiŶaďilitǇ, 
evidenced by the teaching of low carbon technologies and eco-efficiency within what 
Sterling (2013) desĐƌiďes as the ͚likelǇ͛ ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ aƌeas that aƌe geŶeƌallǇ ǀoĐatioŶallǇ 
or environmentally focused.  
Scott and Gough (2010) also identified this vocational focus, suggesting that the task-
specific nature of vocational curriculum does not lend itself to the interdisciplinarity 
that education for sustainability requires. Therefore the approach taken by colleges 
that have focused on including sustainability within vocational curriculum areas, 
ŵiƌƌoƌiŶg the Đollege͛s opeƌatioŶal aĐtiǀities – such as teaching construction students 
about photovoltaic panels, or using installed energy efficiency features as part of the 
hidden curriculum - have reinforced sustainability as a topic that only concerns eco-
efficiency issues, thus precluding its perceived relevance to academic subject areas.  
Though there were more general sustainability and education statements on websites 
that ŵade aŵďiguous ƌefeƌeŶĐes to ͚gloďal ĐitizeŶship͛ oƌ ͚gloďal issues͛, theǇ did Ŷot 
provide the detail on how these would be taught, or within which curriculum areas.  
This however may be evidence of website communication trends which may have been 
influenced by the requirement of legislation and benchmarking exercises to have some 
information publicly available Davies (2009[b]). Such requirements may have 
exacerbated perceptions of how sustainability is defined and who within an 
organisation may be responsible. In other words, if sustainability is perceived to be 
synonymous with eco-efficiency, and there are only legislative requirements relating to 
eco-efficiency including how this is publicly and internally communicated, then those 
who are responsible for this one facet of sustainability eventually become the face of 
all sustainability (within an organisation).  
Indeed, the location of such information mirrors the trend of focus group (and a small 
number of interviews) participation whereby most who attended were operational and 
facilities management staff, which is the likely explanation of the building and 
operational bias of conversations but itself is a likely result of previous sustainability 
drives which will be discussed henceforth. While interview participants gave a less 
consistent interpretation of what they perceived sustainability as a term to mean, one 
of their two dominant interpretations also focused on eco-efficiency and operational 
matters. It is suggested that this pattern is self-perpetuating and reflective of the 
ĐoŶĐept͛s oƌigiŶs ǁithiŶ the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal ŵoǀeŵeŶts aŶd iŶitiatiǀes of the ϮϬth 
century. As stated by Kenrick (200ϵͿ, eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal ĐoŶĐeƌŶs suĐh as ƌeduĐiŶg ͚ouƌ͛ 
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environmental impact gained traction and led to positive financial outcomes for 
businesses through eco efficiency, but remained – and continue to remain - 
subordinate to growth objectives (Schneider et al, 2010). This was indeed evidenced by 
those interview and focus group participants who indicated a broader understanding of 
sustainable development, but nevertheless stated that financial sustainability remained 
aŶd should ĐoŶtiŶue to ƌeŵaiŶ theiƌ Đollege͛s priority.  
The enduring connotations of historical exposure to sustainability   
The focus of past initiatives and interventions such as the capital programme to which 
the majority
3
 of colleges in England participated has clearly had a lasting impact on 
how the sector perceives and therefore practices one of its two most common 
iŶteƌpƌetatioŶs of sustaiŶaďilitǇ. The pƌogƌaŵŵe eŶtitled ͚BuildiŶg Colleges Foƌ the 
Futuƌe͛ ǁas ŵotiǀated by the widespread deterioration of the FE estate and the 
reputational issues this was causing to the sector (NAO, 2008). Indeed, while 48% of 
programme participants stated that the most important motive was to replace 
buildings that were unfit for purpose, 76% stated their main motive was to improve 
attractiveness of buildings to potential students. Additionally, some colleges were also 
influenced to improve their infrastructure by their decision to provide HE courses 
(NAO, 2008). 
Six years into the programme in 2007, an additional and mandatory objective became  
͞to suppoƌt sustaiŶaďilitǇ aŶd ƌeduĐe the ĐaƌďoŶ footpƌiŶt of the FE sǇsteŵ, aŶd to 
eŶĐouƌage iŶŶoǀatioŶ iŶ sustaiŶaďle desigŶ aŶd ĐoŶstƌuĐtioŶ͟ ;L“C, ϮϬϬϴ:ϰͿ though the 
LSC recognised that this focus was on environmental sustainability, and not 
sustainability issues in the broader sense.  
As a condition of funding, new buildings were expected to achieve high environmental 
performance ratings, the long term efficacy of which would be demonstrated (or not) 
by the additional mandatory requirement for colleges to provide annual data on new 
ďuildiŶg ƌuŶŶiŶg Đosts ;thƌough aŶ estate dataďase Đalled ͚eMaŶdate͛Ϳ ;NAO, ϮϬϬϴ; 
Foster, 2009). Further incentives to reduce running costs (by reducing energy 
consumption and therefore carbon emissions) were offered later in the programme, 
following poor energy efficiency results of earlier completed projects to emerge from 
the eMandate database (NAO, 2008). While this was successful in leading to the 
                                                             
3 330 of the 376 English colleges in 2008-2009 (NAO, 2008: 4). The reduced number of remaining colleges 
is as a result of institutional mergers and college closures.  
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implementation of eco-efficiency measures such as renewable technologies (for which 
colleges could receive a 10% boost of their overall project funding), this did not 
necessarily lead to reductions in energy consumption. Indeed, in some cases energy 
consumption increased (IPD, 2011; BIS, 2012), and the introduction of renewable 
technologies did not necessarily lead to a reduction in costs, mainly because of rising 
energy prices, but also because of building management errors (BIS, 2012). 
Therefore, while environmental sustainability was a parameter assessed to determine 
the success and value for money of the capital programme, exclusively under what the 
L“C Đalled the ͚pƌopeƌtǇ Đase͛ ;NAO, ϮϬϬϴͿ, it ǁas oŶlǇ a sŵall paƌt of the eĐoŶoŵiĐ aŶd 
reputational motive for colleges to participate in the programme. The most plausible 
evidence as to why environmental sustainability performance became mandatory 
within the programme in the first place was likely as a result of the 2007 Climate 
Change bill, which set carbon emission reduction targets including all new non-
domestic buildings to be built to zero carbon (LSC, 2008). The government department 
responsible for schools at the time, set out a target for all new schools to be zero 
carbon by 2016 (NAO, 2008; LSC, 2008), and the LSC folloǁed suit, pƌoduĐiŶg a ͚)eƌo 
CaƌďoŶ FE Colleges PoliĐǇ Fƌaŵeǁoƌk͛ iŶ ϮϬϬϴ, statiŶg all Ŷeǁ Đollege ďuildiŶgs ŵust ďe 
zero carbon by 2016. Though there is no evidence available publicly (see chapter 4.4 
and appendix four) that either of these targets were met/ or that the 2016 target is still 
active, results from this study suggest that the sustainability policy vacuum that 
folloǁed the L“C͛s Đlosuƌe iŶ ϮϬϭϬ has ŵeaŶt that oŶlǇ oŶe of tǁo speĐifiĐ aŶd 
contextually targeted exposure of sustainability to the sector was through this 
incentivised programme.  
This also supports the expectation that the government should provide incentives or a 
prescribed approach for implementing sustainability, since this is exclusively the 
approach most4 existing college leaders will have experienced previously. Whilst this 
does not explain either a) the focus of environmental sustainability by the government, 
or b) the absence of any policy since the LSC and LSIS were closed, it goes someway to 
explaining how perceptions of sustainability have become almost self-perpetuating. 
For instance, even though reduced running costs were the driver for sustainability, the 
rhetoric across the sector (such as the peak in sector based publications on 
                                                             
4 Proportionately, the majority of colleges remaining in the sector will have participated in the scheme. 
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sustainability in the mid-late ϬϬ͛sͿ allowed running costs to become synonymous with 
eco-efficiency, which then became about sustainability, even though the LSC pointed 
out that the programme was not about sustainability in its broadest sense. 
Consequently, when asked to demonstrate in subsequent funding bids about how the 
college is demonstrating sustainability/ or is behaving sustainably, eco-efficiency 
(including eco-effiĐieŶĐǇ ǁithiŶ ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵͿ has ďeeŶ the Ŷatuƌal ͚go to͛ ƌespoŶse, 
especially so in the absence of anything else. This study therefore supports Christie et 
al (2014) and Davison et al (2014), whereby the combined pressures of regulation, 
reputation and the financial incentive have favoured campus greening and eco-
efficiency over a wider engagement with sustainability. It is suggested that it is indeed 
this phenomenon that is likely to have contributed to the delegation of sustainability to 
an individual within an organisation who then becomes (or is perceived to be) the 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ ͚eǆpeƌt͛ ;Hooǀeƌ aŶd Haƌdeƌ, ϮϬϭϱ), thereby relieving everyone else of 
the responsibility of having to think about it.  
Environmental unaccountability  
It is paradoxical that the ͚BuildiŶg Colleges Foƌ the Futuƌe͛ pƌogƌaŵŵe aŶd its ;alďeit 
late) introduction of environmental requirements into the capital programme, forced 
environmental sustainability onto the agenda of all 330 colleges that benefited from 
the programme (NAO, 2008), and may therefore be partly responsible for the 
synonymy of eco-efficiency operations with sustainability expressed by many research 
participants. It may also be partly responsible therefore for some of the cynicism 
expressed towards sustainability and its value for money because as discussed 
previously, the realisation of these savings was often not met. As confirmed by 
“ĐhŶeideƌ et al ;ϮϬϭϬ: ϱϭϭͿ, ͞eǆpeĐtatioŶs of ǁiŶ-win, sustainable growth through 
technological and efficiency improvements have Ŷot ďeeŶ fulfilled͟. Negatiǀe 
perceptions may have been further fuelled by points made in two post-capital 
programme reviews published by LSIS (2009), and Foster (2009) who stated 
respectively that a new focus on sustainability and green technology and adjustments 
to policy around specialisations and sustainability standards were contributing factors 
to the pƌogƌaŵŵe͛s deŵise, as theǇ ǁeƌe eǆpeŶsiǀe distƌaĐtioŶs fƌoŵ the 
pƌogƌaŵŵe͛s oƌigiŶal puƌpose.  
More broadly, this signifies the difference between being designed for efficiency and 
being used efficiently, both of which are reflective of the common practice of 
innovation and sustainability of existing processes and not the introduction or pursuit 
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of new processes altogether. As put by Sterling (2004), doing things better remains 
favoured compared to the more difficult doing better things, but will not be enough 
long term as efficiencies within existing products and processes are exhausted (Garud 
and Gehman, 2012). The irony is therefore that while the purpose of the programme 
itself ŵaǇ haǀe ďeeŶ to ƌefƌesh aŶd ƌeŶeǁ the seĐtoƌ͛s estate, ƌeputatioŶ, aŶd 
therefore future, little consideration was or has subsequently been given to the 
broader role of colleges for the sustainability of all living things (Bawden, 2004). 
Fuƌtheƌŵoƌe, despite the ĐoŶsisteŶt foĐus of this studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh paƌtiĐipaŶts to 
environmental sustainability, it is to precisely this that they perceive individual, 
organisational or societal behaviour to be least accountable evidenced by perception 
that the environment can and should be protected within the current economic 
paradigm. As stated by Harvey (1996:ϭϰϴͿ ͞Thus, the debate about resource scarcity, 
biodiversity, population and ecological limits is ultimately a debate about the 
͚pƌeservation of a particular social order rather than a debate about the preservation of 
nature per se͟.   
The faĐt that a Đollege͛s ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to economic and social sustainability was 
perceived by leaders and focus group participants to take precedence over 
environmental sustainability, and that colleges are only accountable for their direct 
campus based or quantifiable environmental impacts, which themselves can be 
ŵaŶaged iŶ isolatioŶ ǁithout iŵpaĐtiŶg oŶ oƌ ƋuestioŶiŶg a Đollege͛s puƌpose, presents 
two, self-fulfilliŶg issues that ƌeiŶfoƌĐe FagaŶ ;ϮϬϬϵ: ϮϬϬͿ ͞the ĐhaŶge ƌeƋuiƌed is 
profound and is based on an acceptance that learning from within old paradigms will 
lead to the peƌpetuatioŶ of that ǁhiĐh has led to the ĐuƌƌeŶt Đƌisis͟. The fiƌst of these 
issues is that sustaiŶaďilitǇ is peƌĐeiǀed as aŶ eǆtƌa ͚luǆuƌǇ͛ aŶd suppleŵeŶtaƌǇ aĐtiǀitǇ 
to regular business activities, which, in times of austerity can be put on hold until 
eǀeƌǇthiŶg else is ͚soƌted͛ ;Phillips, ϮϬϬϵ[a]). This perception that confines sustainability 
as an investable eco-efficiency measure, which when compared with what is the 
celebrated purpose of colleges, that is for the social and economic sustainability locally 
and nationally, suggests that sustainable development as a term, is not relevant. 
Therefore it can only be deduced that it is to environmental sustainability that colleges 
feel their role is unaccountable, even though perceptions and examples of 
sustainability throughout the study focussed on environmental issues. This disconnect 
demonstrates that when colleges and their leaders do not consider themselves as part 
of the problem, it is only logical they do not consider themselves as part of the 
solution, as stated by Bawden (2004:ϮϯͿ: ͞uŶiǀeƌsities ŵust aĐĐept that theǇ aƌe Ŷoǁ as 
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much part of the problem as they were once an almost unrivalled source of the 
solutioŶ [to soĐietǇ͛s pƌoďleŵs]͟.  
This continued focus on economic growth perpetuates the notion of the environment 
being a subset of the economy, not the economy as part of the environment (Sterling, 
2004). So it is therefore unsurprising that the management structure of FE continues to 
focus on eco-efficiencies, the responsibility for which naturally lends itself to 
operational staff, whether or not it is a true reflection of the priorities or values held by 
iŶdiǀiduals iŶ ŵaŶageŵeŶt positioŶs, as stated ďǇ Doppelt ;ϮϬϭϮ: ϮϰͿ ͞ŵost of us aƌe 
not so self-centred as to say that we completely ignore the natural environment or 
otheƌ people…ďut if Ǉouƌ foĐus is ŵostlǇ liŵited to your personal or organisational 
desires, then time and time again you will think about little else and fail to see how 
your activities affect other people, the Ŷatuƌal eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt, oƌ eǀeŶ Ǉouƌself͟.  
5.1.2 The confinement of sustainability responsibility: a cause or effect?  
It was surmised in the previous sub-chapter that the lasting connotations of previous 
initiatives have led to a self-perpetuating cycle of how sustainability is perceived, which 
has consequently led to the compounding issue of where and with who the 
responsibility for sustainability management is perceived to rest. 
The enduring perception of sustainability within FE concerning operational eco-
efficiency activities only naturally lends itself to the management of operational 
ďusiŶess suppoƌt depaƌtŵeŶts suĐh as ͚estates aŶd ďuildiŶgs͛ oƌ ͚faĐilities͛.  
If the capital programme was not the root of this perception then it has certainly not 
discouraged it - nor the synonymy of sustainability and eco-efficiency. For instance, it is 
suggested that as a ƌesult of the L“C͛s dƌiǀe foƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁhiĐh iŶflueŶĐed aŶd ƌaŶ 
parallel to the capital programme, the initial pursuit to develop internal environmental 
sustainability strategies, formal environmental management systems, carbon 
management plans or policy statements to fulfil external funding or legislative 
requirements, or simply because it was at the time, a sector trend, were done so by 
those whose role it was perceived to be. As the environmental performance 
parameters set by the capital funding programme naturally lent themselves to be the 
responsibility of estates and operational staff, by association or by habit, 
environmental sustainability has subsequently been managed in isolation by these back 
of house support functions. This is also congruent with an observation made by Scott 
  
200 
aŶd Gough ;ϮϬϬϰ:ϮϯϳͿ ǁho state: ͞estates managers do have to deal with 
environmental management whether they are interested or not because their jobs 
ƌeƋuiƌe theŵ to iŶ aŶ eƌa of iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ deŵaŶdiŶg legislatioŶ aŶd ƌegulatioŶ͟. 
Consequently, sustainability policies are often developed without wider college 
consultation or communication (see Velazquez, 2005 in previous chapter), and are 
often plagiarised from other policies shared within the sector, which is justified (and 
often encouraged) by the attitude of ͚ǁhǇ ƌe-iŶǀeŶt the ǁheel?͛ Hoǁeǀeƌ, ŵaŶǇ of the 
specific aims of such policies are derived from the scope of environmental 
management system standards and are therefore environmentally biased. Participants 
like those who participated in Wright aŶd WiltoŶ͛s (2012) study therefore spoke of 
commendable environmental achievements, typically reducing resource use, but did 
not discuss the social, cultural or economic factors of sustainability. Relating back to an 
earlier point of how sustainability is communicated, when such perceptions are 
invested into the management of sustainability and portrayed within sustainability 
communications, it reinforces the synonymy of sustainability with the environment, 
and thus precludes any consideration of the social or economic facets of sustainability.   
Whilst on the one hand it is evident why the responsibility of sustainability has 
naturally lent itself to those in operational roles, and indeed, it should not be anything 
less than a full time job for at least one person within a university (Dade and 
Hassenzahl, 2013), it does further the perception that sustainability is an operational 
task that can be sufficiently dealt with by a one or a small group of people, therefore 
relieving everyone else of this responsibility. Indeed, sustainability was compared with 
equality and diversity and health and safety, both of which were initially perceived as 
peripheral tasks, managed by an individual or small team, that were legislatively rather 
than voluntarily driven. Participants stated that an externally driven, prescribed and 
͚top- doǁŶ͛ pƌoĐess ǁould theƌefoƌe lead to the saŵe iŶtegƌatioŶ of sustaiŶaďilitǇ 
management. This is perhaps why websites often include specific, more easily 
accessible references to health and safety and equality and diversity; on the Education 
Training Foundation website for example, equality and diversity has its own web page, 
signposted from the website home page, but no reference at all of sustainability or the 
environment.  
What all participants failed to acknowledge however was that even though health and 
safety and equality and diversity are human focussed (albeit perhaps driven by the 
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economic risk of litigation), they are founded upon cultural awareness, respect and 
behaving conscientiously and so are therefore already promoting behaviours required 
of for sustainable development (Polistina, 2009). 
Rarely though are there individuals within colleges whose sole responsibility is the 
management of sustainability, reinforcing that unless told to employ such a role, 
colleges will not. Instead, sustainability is often part of an existing role, often within 
estates and facilities departments (EAUC et al, 2015). This was demonstrated within 
this studǇ ǁheŶ Đollege PƌiŶĐipal͛s though that iŶteƌǀieǁ participation would be more 
appropriate for the Director of Estates or similar, reflecting Bardati (2006) who 
identifies that sustainability is often peƌĐeiǀed to ďe soŵeoŶe else͛s ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ, 
which in this instance is ŶotaďlǇ Ŷot the PƌiŶĐipal͛s. This reinforces Blincoe and 
Spangenberg (2009) who state that a lack of leadership and expectations of 
government and legislative intervention prevent personal action; the expectation is 
that someone will take the lead and demonstrate what is required, however nobody 
wants to take responsibility for starting this process. It also reinforces that investing in 
and being accountable to environmental impacts arising from college activities is not a 
priority. 
The muted ascendance of sustainability responsibility   
Though it was unclear to which interpretation of sustainability participants were 
referring, many stated that it was beyond the responsibility of a single individual within 
a college to lead on sustainability. However when discussing environmental 
sustainability specifically, there was a clear trend amongst participants that correlated 
with their seniority, for example, Principals generally stated that it was responsibility of 
an enthusiastic individual within an operational function of the college and may report 
to the Director of Estates (or similar). Vice-Principals on the other hand stated that it 
was the role of the Principal to lead on sustainability, perhaps because Vice-Principals 
have witnessed previous sustainability attempts that may not have been successful 
ǁithout the PƌiŶĐipal͛s aǁaƌeŶess oƌ eŶdoƌseŵeŶt.  
This would mirror an overall sector trend whereby Principals seemed unaware of 
previous attempts to provide a more prescribed process within the sector, notably the 
two sector wide attempts to stimulate interest and provide support that were led by 
the L“C thƌough its ϮϬϬϱ stƌategǇ eŶtitled ͚Fƌoŵ Heƌe to “ustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ ;ǁhiĐh ƌaŶ 
parallel with and had influence on the last few years of its capital building programme), 
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and the 2010 programme led ďǇ L“I“ Đalled ͚LeadiŶg aŶd LeaƌŶiŶg foƌ a “ustaiŶaďle 
Futuƌe͛. It ǁill ƌeŵaiŶ uŶkŶoǁŶ if iŶteƌest fƌoŵ eitheƌ atteŵpt ŵaǇ haǀe eŶduƌed ǁeƌe 
it not for the closure and replacement of each organisation in 2010 and 2013 
respectively. When the organisations were closed, so too were the sustainability 
programmes. It is worth noting that not one interview or focus group participant 
mentioned the more recent sustainability programme led by LSIS 2010-2013, despite in 
some cases, members of staff belonging to participating colleges had held high profile 
ƌegioŶal ƌoles as paƌt of the pƌogƌaŵŵe. Hoǁeǀeƌ, it is possiďle that the pƌogƌaŵŵe͛s 
emphasis on curriculum and regional collaboration meant that unlike the LSC 
programme, senior leaders had no exposure to the LSIS programme, or because of the 
less taŶgiďle Ŷatuƌe of the pƌogƌaŵŵe͛s ƌesults, seŶioƌ leadeƌs siŵplǇ ƌeŵaiŶed 
uŶaǁaƌe of it. BǇ assoĐiatioŶ hoǁeǀeƌ, sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌelated eleŵeŶts of the L“C͛s 
capital programme have endured to this day. As the programme matured, funding 
criteria for capital grants increasingly raised the profile of eco-efficiency, or as it was 
ƌefeƌƌed to ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛, ƌefleĐtiŶg the gatheƌiŶg of paĐe of the L“C͛s 
sustainability work.  
No sooner had this pace been gathered, the LSC was closed in 2010 and replaced with 
the “FA. AŶalǇsis of the “FA͛s aŶŶual ƌepoƌts ƌeǀeal that soŵe of the laŶguage 
associated with sustainability remained in use for the first year – foƌ eǆaŵple ͞L“I“ ǁas 
formed to develop excellent and sustainable FE provisioŶ aĐƌoss the seĐtoƌ͟ ;“FA 
2011:ϴϳͿ. Hoǁeǀeƌ aŶǇ ŵeŶtioŶ of the L“C oƌ L“I“͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ stƌategies ǁeƌe 
dropped from subsequent annual reports, indicating that these strategies did not align 
ǁith the “FA͛s puƌpose oƌ pƌioƌities. IŶdeed, the aĐhieǀeŵeŶt of the “FA͛s iŶteƌŶal 
ĐaƌďoŶ eŵissioŶs taƌget ǁas Ŷot iŶĐluded ǁithiŶ the ͚aĐhieǀeŵeŶts͛ seĐtioŶ at the staƌt 
of the 13/14 annual report unlike earlier reports, reinforcing that the meeting of such 
target was an internal matter only, and not ƌepƌeseŶtatiǀe of the AgeŶĐǇ͛s Đoƌe 
puƌpose. It ǁas oŶlǇ to the AgeŶĐǇ͛s iŶteƌŶal eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal sustaiŶaďilitǇ that 
responsibility was acknowledged; the leadership or responsibility of sustainability 
within either HE or FE was neither specified nor discussed.   
This gradual changing of language within government reports resonates with Bessant 
et al (2015) who believes that it is a reflection of the perceived changing purpose of 
higheƌ eduĐatioŶ. IŶdeed, the teƌŵs ͚eduĐatioŶ͛ aŶd ͚uŶiǀeƌsities͛ haǀe aĐtuallǇ ďeeŶ 
dƌopped fƌoŵ the spoŶsoƌiŶg goǀeƌŶŵeŶt depaƌtŵeŶt of HE ǁhose Ŷaŵe ͚The 
Department for Business, Innovation and Skills (BIS) – also the sponsoring department 
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of FE, reflect a repositioning of higher and further education as elements of the 
knowledge economǇ, used to eŶhaŶĐe the ĐouŶtƌǇ͛s eĐoŶoŵiĐ pƌospeƌitǇ. As stated ďǇ 
BessaŶt et al ;ϮϬϭϱ:ϳͿ ͞This oǀeƌƌidiŶg foĐus of the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt to ƌeďuildiŶg the 
economy does little to support universities who are attempting to holistically address 
societal, environmental aŶd eĐoŶoŵiĐ ĐoŶĐeƌŶs͟. This ĐhaŶge iŶ ƌhetoƌiĐ ǁas also 
ideŶtified ďǇ “Đott aŶd Gough ;ϮϬϭϬ: ϯϳϰϬͿ ǁho state that this ͞reflects the priority 
given by colleges to current vocational needs in response to government policy 
directives on skills, employers͛ Ŷeeds aŶd ǁoƌkfoƌĐe deǀelopŵeŶt, ǁith aŶ 
understandable priority placed on current economic drivers rather than on the wider 
diŵeŶsioŶs of eduĐatioŶ foƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ͟. 
The economic motive for introducing eco-efficiency was disappointingly reflected in the 
oŶlǇ aŶd ŵost ƌeĐeŶt ƌefeƌeŶĐe to ͚holistiĐ͛ sustaiŶaďilitǇ ;aside fƌoŵ those ďƌief 
stateŵeŶts ǁithiŶ aŶŶual ƌepoƌtsͿ, ǁhiĐh ǁas ǁithiŶ the AgeŶĐǇ͛s 2015 capital funding 
speĐifiĐatioŶs foƌ Ŷeǁ ďuildiŶgs aŶd ƌefuƌďishŵeŶts: ͞The Association of Colleges and 
Skills Funding Agency are placing increasing emphasis upon funding applications being 
supported by comprehensive statements of sustainability strategy and future intent. 
These statements should set out measurable targets which indicate significant 
reduction in the current carbon footprint, providing a comparison between the pre-
project data and that which will be achieved as a result of the pƌojeĐt͟ ;“FA, ϮϬϭϱ[b]: 
7). This trend is particularly unhelpful not just in countering existing narrow 
perspectives of sustainability, but also those perspectives that have yet to be formed – 
namely, of the students studying in FE colleges. Rather than colleges identifying their 
own leadership role in educating for sustainable development, several research 
participants stated that the ability of colleges to achieve the eco-efficiency targets 
attached to new campus funding conditions, as well as their own internally developed 
targets, were sometimes constrained and undermined by the expectations of other 
sector stakeholders, including inspecting and awarding bodies, as well as an apparent 
lack of demand or interest from students.  
A specific example was given in reference to awarding bodies that continue to require 
paper copies of documentation for auditing purposes. While this may be implicitly at 
odds with elements of eco-efficiency, it is not mutually exclusive from behaving as a 
sustainable organisation, but is indicative of both a narrow view on how colleges can 
contribute to sustainability, and that what are perceived to be conflicting expectations 
lead to the subservience of sustainability to other priorities. Even if leaders perceive 
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sustainability to be conceptually worthy, it can be quickly dropped if barriers make it 
appear insurmountable or even controversial to a Đollege͛s ƌeputatioŶ. EĐhoiŶg Wals 
aŶd Bleǁitt ;ϮϬϭϬ:ϳϬͿ, ͞sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt is as eǆpeŶdaďle as aŶǇthiŶg else if it 
does Ŷot paǇ its ǁaǇ͟. 
The inevitaďility of FE͛s sustainaďility approaĐh  
The opportunity for colleges to take a stronger interest in sustainability has been taken 
from the sector by the closure of the LSC and LSIS, who have historically facilitated or 
supplemented further sector engagement.  This may have compounded the perception 
of colleges that they cannot self-lead on sustainability, perhaps because of a 
confidence issue, or perhaps because of a perceived resource issue. Indeed, college 
leaders indicated a passionate commitment to their role as contributors to local 
economic and social sustainability, to which environmental sustainability through eco-
efficiency could assist and be demonstrated through the development of new more 
efficient campuses, which not only enhance local appeal, but could also potentially 
reduce running costs (and therefore contribute to the financial sustainability of 
colleges).  It seems therefore that the capital programme has led to the enduring 
peƌĐeptioŶ that ͚Ŷeǁ͛ is sǇŶoŶǇŵous ǁith ͚sustaiŶaďle͛, eǀideŶĐed ďǇ the faĐt that Ŷot 
one research participant questioned or discussed whether refurbishing an existing 
space might be more sustainable than building new. Quite the contrary; in many cases 
the sustainability of new, more efficient college campuses was being used as a 
marketing tool and perceived to be demonstrative of the highest level of leadership 
commitment to sustainability.  
This reiterates the previously discussed observation that colleges when considering 
sustainability focus on the end of a decision making process, and not the beginning, 
almost as though sustainability in reality is a subsidiary consideration that can present 
a bonus to a pre-determined motive. For example, as illustrated by a survey conducted 
ďǇ NAO ;ϮϬϬϴͿ it ǁas the iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt of a Đollege͛s ƌeputatioŶ that seƌǀed as the 
ŵaiŶ ŵotiǀe to puƌsue Ŷeǁ Đaŵpus deǀelopŵeŶts, ǁhiĐh ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ Đould assist 
with in meeting the additional and subsequent motive of reduced running costs. 
IŶdeed, this highlights the iƌoŶiĐ tǁist iŶ the use of ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ as paƌt of the 
business case for building new, rather than refurbishing old. By focusing only on eco-
effiĐieŶĐǇ paƌaŵeteƌs, ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ seƌǀiŶg as a ŵethod of ƌeduĐiŶg a ďuildiŶgs͛ 
running costs and increasing the projected lifecycle of a building, has counter-
productively worked in favour of building new, rather than refurbishing old.  
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Whetheƌ oƌ Ŷot it is the seĐtoƌ͛s peƌĐeiǀed iŶaďilitǇ to self-lead on sustainability, or a 
lack of interest in self-leadiŶg iŶ sustaiŶaďilitǇ due to issues of ƌeleǀaŶĐe, the seĐtoƌ͛s 
ǀaƌious ŵaŶageŵeŶt tieƌs eaĐh ͚poǁeƌ poiŶts͛ ;Hooǀeƌ aŶd Haƌdeƌ, ϮϬϭϱ) to those 
found external to the sector such as students or employers, at those higher within the 
FE governance hierarchy, typically the government, or internal to and further down the 
college hierarchy, namely enthusiastic individuals or existing students. Only when 
discussing financial solvency did college leaders accept full responsibility.  
To suŵŵaƌise theƌefoƌe, leadeƌs͛ peƌĐeptioŶs of poǁeƌ aŶd leadeƌship foƌ 
sustainability within FE focussed either on i) external issues that dictate internal 
environmental sustainability, or ii) external issues that dictate the overall sustainability 
of individual institutions and the sector.  
Predictably when discussing environmental sustainability, perceptions of power over 
the legitimacy of eco-effiĐieŶĐǇ iŶitiatiǀes ǁas peƌĐeiǀed to ƌest ǁith the seĐtoƌ͛s 
funding bodies due to the amount of investment participants perceived is required to 
appropriately demonstrate sustainability. In this instance sustainability is regarded as 
something that can contribute to the overall sustainability of the business but requires 
investment in order to realise this contribution. However, because sustainability by 
some participants is perceived to be unrelated to curriculum and to have no direct 
iŵpaĐt oŶ studeŶts, ǁithout the aid of additioŶal aŶd speĐifiĐ ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ gƌaŶts oƌ 
income, investment in sustainability often cannot be justified. Additionally, the 
ĐoŶditioŶs attaĐhed to Đolleges͛ pƌiŵaƌǇ fuŶdiŶg alloĐatioŶs pƌohiďit eǆpeŶdituƌe oŶ 
anything other than the delivery of qualifications and learning outcomes, which is 
perceived to not include sustainability. This strikingly suggests that sustainability is 
perceived as something that must be externally led or encouraged, but only as a 
refinement measure. Therefore, in the absence of incentives, the default position of 
many participants was that sustainability should remain outside core business, to be 
picked up when the necessary resources became available. Such resources were not 
exclusively discussed as being financial; participants also discussed the necessity of 
individual responsibility and that the lead would often have to be taken by those who 
are passionate about sustainability. Specific examples referred to students leading on 
student union sustainability initiatives (funded by national NUS schemes) were 
mentioned on several occasions, specifically providing examples of eco-efficiency 
pƌojeĐts suĐh as ƌeĐǇĐliŶg sĐheŵes, oƌ ͚eŵďeddiŶg sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶto the ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ͛ 
through biodiversity projects. 
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All of this suggests and reinforces that sustainability enthusiasm is often transient, 
running parallel with funding opportunities, and is perceived as a silo activity to core 
college business. The power for sustainability responsibility is therefore perceived to 
rest outside the core business. 
Power pointing at a regime level 
 It is pertinent to note specifically the perceptions of power relating to answers given 
by participants belonging to 157 Group colleges when asked whether they perceived 
the group to have a sustainability leadership role within the FE sector. Individually, 
leaders did not reflect the 157 Group website which only made reference to the literal 
understanding of sustainability. Instead leaders offered a slightly broader 
understanding, but only as far as reinforcing the perception that FE is only able to 
contribute to sustainability as a silo activity through physical interventions, and not 
through its education provision. This perception therefore led many participants to the 
ďelief that sustaiŶaďilitǇ leadeƌship ĐaŶŶot ďe paƌt of the ϭϱϳ Gƌoup͛s ƌole ďeĐause of 
the investment sustainability requires; instead leaders suggested that because 
universities and schools are in a stronger financial position than colleges, they would be 
better equipped to be leaders of sustainability within the education sector from which 
colleges would indirectly benefit.  
It is worth pointing out however that the 157 Group on its website states that the core 
function of its members is to secure and deliver the highest quality of teaching and 
learning and are strategic leaders within their communities. Furthermore, the role of 
member colleges and the group as a whole is ͞to ďe at the leadiŶg edge of the seĐtoƌ iŶ 
teƌŵs of thought leadeƌship, pƌaĐtiĐe iŵpƌoǀeŵeŶt aŶd poliĐǇ iŶflueŶĐe͟ (157 Group 
website, 2016). In other words, theƌe͛s ŵoŶeǇ foƌ ǁhat theǇ ǁaŶt to do. If 
sustainability were perceived to be a topic that could enhance thought leadership, 
improve practice or policy development perhaps then it would be something the group 
would claim ownership of. 
Interestingly a small number of participants discussed the ethical position of colleges 
and speculated whether it would be appropriate to dictate sustainability to others, 
stating it would be inappropriate and unwelcome if this was imposed on them. Cotton 
and Winter (2010) also identified this issue and stated that teaching about 
sustainability is often linked with the controversial nature of environmental issues in 
particular. This again highlights the issue with the synonymy of sustainability with only 
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environmental issues, which precludes its relevance or interconnectedness with wider 
societal issues, and alienates it as a concept from those who are more interested in 
social or financial matters (Dade and Hassenzahl, 2013). More broadly, this also 
highlights the ͞douďle edged sǁoƌd͟ ;NeǁŵaŶ ϮϬϬϵ:ϵϵͿ eduĐatioŶal institutions face 
ǁheŶ it ĐoŶĐeƌŶs teaĐhiŶg sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁheƌeďǇ ͞if [sustaiŶaďilitǇ] ǀalues ǁeƌe 
explicitly incorporated in the curriculum, they would be accused of imposing ideologies 
on learners. But if all mention of values is expunged from education, then this leaves 
little choice than for learners to draw their values from the unsustainable society 
aƌouŶd theŵ, oƌ theiƌ Đollege͛s hiddeŶ ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ͟ ;NeǁŵaŶ, ϮϬϬϵ: ϵϵͿ. 
What these 157 Group participants may be suggesting is that the power for 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛s aĐĐeptaŶĐe lies ǁith soĐietǇ ŵoƌe ǁidelǇ, aŶd iŶ ǁhiĐh Đase, Đolleges 
ǁill suďseƋueŶtlǇ folloǁ suit eitheƌ thƌough studeŶt͛s deŵaŶds oƌ goǀeƌŶŵeŶt 
expectations. In the meantime therefore, while sustainability remains as both a 
perceived and practiĐed optioŶal ͚eǆtƌa͛ to Đoƌe ďusiŶess aĐtiǀities, it pƌeseŶts a 
perceived financial risk that leaders are not prepared to take on during already 
uncertain financial times. However, this again highlights either the problem of how 
sustainability is defined, or if not that, then the intangible risk presented by 
unsustainability. Many leaders for example discussed the need for colleges to build 
resilience and to have the confidence to operate more strategically in order to get 
ahead of government trends (rather than being subservient to them); therefore college 
leadeƌs see the ǀalue of opeƌatiŶg stƌategiĐallǇ, ďut oŶlǇ foƌ theiƌ Đollege͛s soĐio-
economical stability and gain. What this reinforces is that the environment is neither 
perceived to be strategically important, nor as something that could pose an inherent 
risk to all other strategic priorities. 
CoŶǀeƌselǇ, iŶ a sŵall Ŷuŵďeƌ of Đases ϭϱϳ leadeƌs stated that the gƌoup͛s ƌole is 
conducive with being sustainability leaders within the sector, and suggested that this 
could be demonstrated through the sharing of best practice, leading by example and 
lobbying government. Collaboration between members was also suggested in order to 
share information and best practice, a publication of which should then be presented 
to goǀeƌŶŵeŶt to deŵoŶstƌate the seĐtoƌs͛ leadeƌship Đapaďilities, ǁhiĐh iŶ tuƌŶ Đould 
generate further funding opportunities. However, as stated by Stephens and Graham 
;ϮϬϭϬͿ, shaƌiŶg ďest pƌaĐtiĐe ŵakes assuŵptioŶs of ǁhat is deteƌŵiŶed as ͚ďest͛, aŶd in 
this case would only perpetuate that sustainability is something that must be physically 
demonstrated. Indeed, participants perceived that the group could lobby awarding 
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bodies to encourage more sustainable practices, for instance, to reduce the current 
unsustainable reliance on paper. So on the one hand, while it was suggested that the 
sector had conceptions of how sustainability is best practiced, other participants 
suggested that the sector needs to develop a consensus of meaning, and that despite 
offering best practice examples, there is in fact a lack of clarity regarding the contextual 
relevance of sustainability. Not only does this fail to acknowledge previous attempts 
made by the LSC, LSIS and the AoC of defining sustainability and how it relates to 
colleges, but it could also signal an avoidance tactic. Of course it is important for all 
stakeholders to understand the contextual relevance of sustainability (Glavic and 
Lukman, 2007; Peti, 2012; Sterling, 2013), but too often the time consuming process of 
defining sustainability gets in the way of strategies for action (Dunphy et al, 2007; Cook 
et al, 2010; Christen and Schmidt, 2012; Peti, 2012).  
The contrary use of the term revealed by this study however suggests that perhaps it 
would be worthwhile the sector revisiting or being reminded of its role in sustainable 
development, because while volunteered examples of eco-efficiency allude to a wider 
understanding of sustainability than its literal meaning, on the whole the term is being 
used to steer action that is antithetical to sustainable development. Who might be best 
placed to remind the sector of its role is however unclear since the majority of 157 
respondents felt that it was not the role of the 157 Group, and instead stated it was the 
role of a separate interest group or the AoC. While none of these participants referred 
to the SFA or BIS, they did state that a top-down methodology was the only way of 
gaining traction and credibility.  
This conflicts with the philosophies of both sustainable development and the TMF, 
which require leadership and support from actors throughout hierarchies, not the 
dictation of those identified by hierarchy or job description (Loorbach et al, 2009; 
Phillips, 2009[a]; Barth, 2013; Davison et al, 2014).  
For instance, it is the perceived responsibility of awarding bodies to provide colleges 
with curriculum guidance on sustainability. However these respondents later 
contradicted themselves by stating that it will be the expectation of students that 
drives sustainability higher up the agenda supporting Kythreotis (2011) whereby the 
deǀelopŵeŶt of a ͚gƌeeŶeƌ͛ ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ ǁas peƌĐeiǀed ďǇ Đolleges within his study to be 
dependent on demand or external direction. What is clear overall is an avoidance of 
accepting responsibility and instead, power pointing at other sector stakeholders.  
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The persistence of power pointing: an inherent problem of purpose and agency.  
With the exception of eco-efficiency to which leaders recognised the value in taking 
responsibility (as a contributor to overall organisational sustainability), the funding that 
sustainability is perceived to require was the most commonly cited reason that leaders 
of individual colleges and as part of the 157 Group felt that prohibited colleges from 
being appropriate candidates as leaders of sustainability either within the FE sector or 
education sector more widely.  
When discussing who might be more appropriate to act as leaders of sustainability 
within the education sector, schools or universities were seen as suitable candidates 
because of the relatively better financial position they are in compared to colleges. As 
an aside, what this also indicates is that education about sustainability (rather than for) 
is not perceived as something that ought to be a constant thread throughout the 
education system and instead is perceived as something that should remain 
compartmentalised for those who have the sufficient resource to either teach or 
demonstrate it.  
It is hardly surprising that schools or universities were perceived as being more suitable 
for the leadership of sustainability when at a landscape level, the small number of 
references to holistic sustainability concerned environmental sustainability guidance 
for schools only. Reinforcing earlier chapters, this indicates a perception that holistic 
sustainability has little to do with colleges whose purpose is to satisfy skill demands, 
and therefore sustainability in the literal sense. When evidence suggests that schools 
are perceived to have more of a role, at least to warrant the publication of guidance, it 
Đould ďe deduĐed that peƌhaps FE͛s ƌole is peƌĐeiǀed ďǇ the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt to ďe ŵoƌe 
elementary than that of schools or universities. However, to reiterate an earlier point, 
whereas education should be a social endeavour there to help resolve the issues of the 
time (Bessant et al, 2015), the pursuit of skills and training is increasingly an economic 
endeavour placing education as a means to a financial end (Cullingford, 2004[a]). This is 
not just a phenomenon exclusively taking place within colleges whose role has arguably 
always been to satisfy the needs of local employers and economic conditions (Treat 
and Hagedorn, 2013), it is also becoming the goal of all universities, and may simply be 
the product of natural development in an increasingly commercial and competitive 
world (Cullingford, 2004[a]). 
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When discussing who might be better suited to leading sustainability within the FE 
sector, 157 Group leaders perceived this role to rest either with the AoC, or a new 
seĐtoƌ ͚iŶteƌest͛ gƌoup, ƌefleĐtiŶg that the oǁŶeƌship of sustaiŶaďilitǇ ƌests ǁith ͚otheƌs͛ 
and by implication, is not relevant to be managed as part of existing roles and 
responsibilities. Rather than it simply being a finance issue, this strongly suggests that it 
is also an issue of relevance or knowledge of sustainability, indicated by the perceived 
Ŷeed foƌ a gƌoup of ͚eŶthusiasts͛, oƌ as stated ďǇ focus group participants, requiring 
guidance and demand from either the government, the student body, or industry. 
Interestingly, not once did a focus group participant state that the leadership of 
sustainability should come from their colleges own leader, though there was power 
pointing between academic and operational participants, each stating that a change in 
their behaviours would make sustainability more achievable. These perceptions again 
indicate that intangible factors such as culture or knowledge are more significant 
barriers to sustainability leadership than a lack of finance. Within discussions relating to 
the literal use of the term sustainability, individual leaders demonstrated fervent 
responsibility to the sustainability or longevity of the sector and the local socio-
economic contribution it makes, and believed they were already demonstrating 
sustainability simply by remaining in business. Leaders perceptions of their own 
leadership role therefore appear to be more comfortably applied at a niche rather than 
regime or landscape level, and are perhaps reflective of a lack of confidence or aversion 
to risk regarding perceived extraneous topics. 
Uncertainty of individual agency was coupled and perhaps compounded by an 
uncertainty of purpose of the sector, for example, are colleges there to meet local 
needs, or to satisfy national policy demands. This was reflected by a subtle language 
change; when discussing local needs leaders more commonly used the term 
͚eduĐatioŶ͛, ďut ǁheŶ disĐussiŶg ŶatioŶal Ŷeeds, the aĐƋuiƌeŵeŶt of ͚skills͛ ǁas the 
ŵoƌe ĐoŵŵoŶlǇ used phƌase. If Moodie͛s ;ϮϬϬϮͿ distiŶĐtioŶ ďetǁeeŶ teĐhŶiĐal aŶd 
university education withstands (assuming that this is perceived to be the most 
doŵiŶaŶt ĐhaƌaĐteƌistiĐ of FE, aŶd Ŷot its aĐadeŵiĐ [A͛ levels and HE] provision), then 
the transient and trend based skills demands of the government, who perceive the 
ĐouŶtƌǇ͛s skills ďase as aŶ esseŶtial ǀehiĐle foƌ eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth ŵaǇ ƌeŶdeƌ its 
perceived purpose of FE incongruent with sustainable development. This landscape 
perception of the purpose of colleges unfortunately corresponds with Batterham, 
2003, Cullingford, 2004(a), Leitch, 2006, Davies, 2009[a], Waas et al, 2010, and Lozano 
et al, 2013 and Bessant et al (2015) whereby the production of knowledge must be 
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optimised to suit industrial needs, themselves which fulfil the demands of 
consumerism and technical solutions.  
This highlights a conflict experienced more acutely by colleges than universities, though 
as stated by Stephens and Graham (2010), adaptations to university funding sources 
mean that universities are also subject to tangible short-term influences. FE colleges 
who still receive the majority of their funding (though it is perpetually decreasing) from 
the government experience such short-term influences, and are under pressure to 
diversify other areas of income to make up for this shortfall whilst simultaneously 
satisfying all the current demands attached to existing funding to demonstrate the 
seĐtoƌ͛s puƌpose, ƌespoŶsiǀeŶess aŶd iŵpoƌtaŶĐe. This ĐoŶfliĐt ďetǁeeŶ stƌiǀiŶg foƌ 
financial autonomy and remaining urgently responsive to the government means that a 
more local focus of power for financial autonomy can only happen slowly and 
incrementally, at best keeping up with the reductions in government funding.  
It is therefore perhaps understandable why the government is perceived by leaders to 
hold such power over colleges while they remain so dependent on its funding, which is 
itself driven by wider landscape economic and social trends. Furthermore, while ever 
the perceived or actual role of colleges is primarily about the creation of skills and a 
technical labour force to suit these landscape factors, then colleges in the absence of 
an alternative dominant funding source will need to demonstrate their performance 
against government priorities (of which holistic sustainability cannot be counted) in 
order to remain relevant against growing competition within the sector. Arguably 
theƌefoƌe, the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt does iŶdeed hold ultiŵate poǁeƌ oǀeƌ the seĐtoƌ͛s 
relationship with sustainability because while ever it is perceived to, or actually dictates 
the future of the sector overall, college leaders are going to do all they can to remain 
relevant and therefore sustainable. To reiterate and support Bardati (2006), 
sustainability projects and sustainability as a holistic term is rendered subservient to 
the strain of other priorities, which ironically in this case, is to the other interpretation 
of sustainability about which leaders throughout the sector hierarchy are very 
passionate. 
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5.2. Answering the research questions 
The puƌpose of this Đhapteƌ is to foƌŵulate ĐoŶĐlusioŶs to eaĐh of the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh 
ƋuestioŶs aŶd highlight the seĐtoƌ͛s ŵaŶageŵeŶt appƌoaĐhes ďased oŶ hoǁ it 
perceives sustainability, how it practices sustainability and how it perceives power for 
sustainability leadership. The order in which the questions are answered is different to 
the order in which they are asked in sub-chapter 2.4.1. This is because the themes to 
emerge from discussions of perceptions and practice as discussed in sub-chapter 5.1.1 
impact strongly on the theme of power discussed in sub-chapter 5.1.2. In other words, 
as the themes have emerged it is evident that how sustainability is perceived and how 
it is practised is both because of, and dictates perceptions of power and responsibility 
for sustainability leadership. 
5.2.1 Research question one; what is the dominant perception of sustainable 
development in FE leadership?   
Though there were nuances between the focuses of each data cohort when defining 
sustainability, perceptions of sustainability were tactically based on the interpretation 
that it is a process synonymous with business survival and longevity, a process that can 
be refined using (the alternative interpretation of) sustainability through eco-efficiency 
measures. The incentive for the sector to sustain its growth and self-sufficiency 
resonates with Lozano (2008), led many participants to the belief that sustainability 
ǁas theƌefoƌe a ͚giǀeŶ͛ iŶ all that Đolleges do, as theiƌ pƌiŵaƌǇ ĐoŶĐeƌŶ is to ƌeŵaiŶ 
relevant and in business. What this precludes however is the perception that 
sustainability requires or should necessitate altogether new processes or paradigms, or 
as put ďǇ “teƌliŶg ;ϮϬϭϯ: ϯϮͿ, ͞soŵethiŶg that should oƌ is aďle to ƋuestioŶ the 
iŶstitutioŶ͛s ĐoŶseŶsual giǀeŶ͟. 
If not using this literal term of sustainability, the alternative dominant interpretation 
ǁas that sustaiŶaďilitǇ has ͞pƌiŵaƌilǇ eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal ĐoŶŶotatioŶs͟ ;LozaŶo, 
ϮϬϬϴ:ϭϴϯϵͿ. This iŶteƌpƌetatioŶ has ďeeŶ ƌefeƌƌed to as a ͚holistiĐ͛ uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg of 
sustainability throughout this study, even though it is only loosely a more holistic 
understanding than a term to simply describe business longevity. It was used by 
research participants and within online content in reference to eco-efficiency projects 
that were not only perceived as having a positive contribution to sustainability and 
evidence of colleges behaving sustainably, but also a measure capable of enhancing 
financial performance and a colleges reputation and therefore the sustainability of the 
college overall. As stated by McCauley and Stephens (2012), one of the issues with 
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sustainability being perceived only as something that is physically demonstrated or 
implemented is that it neglects the social and cultural elements and values pertinent to 
any transition. Furthermore, and as evidenced within this study, such perceptions 
perpetuate and validate the locked-in flaws of the existing paradigm and its processes 
instead of challenging them (Loorbach et al, 2010). 
The more consistent reference to eco-efficiency within focus groups and online content 
suggests that sustainability as a business term may have influenced college leaders 
from a landscape level where there is prolific use of the word sustainability, evidenced 
by the (in some cases) thousands of results returned from website searches. Indeed, 
leadeƌs͛ teŶdeŶĐǇ to iŶteƌĐhangeably use both interpretations of sustainability is 
indicative of a lack of confidence surrounding the sustainability discourse. For example, 
discussions that touched upon a larger conceptual understanding of sustainability were 
often rushed, or quickly reverted back to discussions surrounding more operational 
issues, usually concerning eco-efficiency projects. One leader expressed their doubt 
aďout the seĐtoƌ͛s leadeƌship aďilitǇ ďeĐause theǇ ďelieǀed the seĐtoƌ kŶoǁs ŶothiŶg 
about sustainable development.  Another leader described how it is now a familiar 
concept within the sector that a sustainable college should appear as one that is aware 
and addressing its carbon footprint. This again reinforces that sustainability is 
peƌĐeiǀed as soŵethiŶg that ͚looks͛ a paƌtiĐulaƌ ǁaǇ.  
A lack of confidence appears to have been compounded by sector-shared connotations 
of what sustainability means. On reflection, if participants had been offered choices of 
sustainability and sustainable development definitions with more time for reflection, a 
different overall perception may have been revealed. As it stands, existing 
sustainability terminology is itself prohibitive, either because as stated by Christie et al 
(2014), participants within this study are more comfortable with the literal meaning of 
the term, or that they consider mitigating environmental impacts of new developments 
or existing activities to be sustainable. Beyond discussions of sustainability and the 
scope of this study, the question must be raised about whether it is the sector that 
comprehensively lacks confidence in all that it does, as illustrated by several college 
ǁeďsites statiŶg theiƌ Đollege ǁas ͞stƌiǀiŶg to ďe good͟.  
A lack of confidence both of how the sector is perceived, and of the sustainability 
discourse was reinforced when examining perceptions against the TMF. Consequently, 
participants indicated a tactical management approach to either interpretation of 
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sustainability evidenced by their concern not with innovating or catalysing changes at a 
landscape level, but instead evidencing their achievement of shorter term targets (such 
as their contribution to sustainable economic growth or sustainable jobs) to win or 
retain favour with those funding the sector at a landscape level. There is therefore 
neither incentive nor motive for the sector to innovate beyond the parameters that the 
sector is judged and understood. 
It is suggested that this is an inevitable symptom of short-term political tenure at a 
landscape level and the perpetual motive of any decision making to demonstrate quick 
results (to which the FE sector must contribute) for the retention of political power.  At 
a laŶdsĐape leǀel this is ƌefleĐted ďǇ the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s pƌioƌitǇ foƌ FE to ƌeŵaiŶ as a 
contributor to a skilled workforce and therefore the economic sustainability of the 
country.  
At a regime and niche level, the 157 Group, AoC and individual leaders are concerned 
with relationship building not just with the government, but other key sector 
stakeholders in order to build financial resilience and security and demonstrate the 
relevance of the sector to the landscape level. Though the focus of leaders at a college 
level was shorter term than the regime because of the consistent perception of 
sustainability being an operational activity, the fact that this was ultimately referenced 
as a tool to eŶhaŶĐe the Đollege͛s oǀeƌall taĐtiĐal gaiŶ ďǇ iŵpƌoǀiŶg ƌelationships with 
students and employers and therefore positively contributing to the reputation of the 
sector overall reinforces a more tactical approach.  
Perceptions of sustainability therefore focus on continuity, and refining and enhancing 
this continuity using eco-efficient activities that are also perceived to amount to being 
demonstrative of sustainable development. 
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5.2.2 Research question two; how are FE colleges perceived to contribute to 
sustainable development?   
Reinforcing perceptions of sustainability, examples of sustainability in practice were 
almost exclusively limited to examples of eco-efficiency, often involving waste 
management or new building developments, both of which also serve as a helpful 
analogy in highlightiŶg the seĐtoƌ͛s ŵaŶageŵeŶt appƌoaĐh to the pƌaĐtiĐe of 
sustainability. Examples of sustainable waste management practices often involved the 
introduction of recycling schemes to more responsibly deal with waste. However, with 
the exception of paper use within the classroom, focus groups and interviews omitted 
altogether the decision making processes that generate waste within colleges, 
suggesting at conception, the waste generated by traditional or business as usual 
processes is not considered. While it ŵaǇ ďe soŵeďodǇ͛s joď to deŵoŶstƌate the 
financial savings made against more eco-efficient processes, the decision-making 
behind much of the waste that is generated (of any kind, human, physical, financial) in 
the first place are likely to remain unchallenged.  
Similarly, the construction of new college buildings was motivated by reputation rather 
than a desire to behave more sustainably, that eco-efficiency projects could be 
included as part of the process was an insight that came several years into the L“C͛s 
capital programme. Based on this alone, it is no wonder that finance is perceived as the 
ŵost doŵiŶaŶt ďaƌƌieƌ to ͞iŵpleŵeŶtiŶg͟ sustaiŶaďilitǇ, siŶĐe foƌ ŵaŶǇ it is 
synonymous with major capital developments or investments, and remains the only 
eǆposuƌe ŵaŶǇ ǁithiŶ FE haǀe had ǁith the teƌŵ. This ͚tiŶkeƌiŶg aƌouŶd the edge͛ 
(Shriberg, 2002) approach to the practice of sustainability at an individual college level 
is the same approach FE leaders perceive the government takes in its management of 
the FE sector where the creation and abolishment of departments in charge of funding 
and steering the sector, and the frequent changing of priorities is nothing more than a 
supeƌfiĐial ͞ĐhaŶge ǁithiŶ ĐhaŶgelessŶess͟ ;“teƌliŶg, ϮϬϭϯ:ϯϯͿ.  
As a result of sustainability not being the primary motive behind many of the examples 
given of sustainability practice, which were often referred to as sustainability 
͚iŶitiatiǀes͛, aŶ aďseŶĐe of loŶgeƌ-term considerations during their implementation has 
resulted in the expected or predicted eco-efficiency advantages of such schemes often 
not being realised, leading to the perception that sustainability is unreliable, a passing 
fad (Lozano, 2006), or something that is only really worth investing in if there is 
additional money available. The irony of course is that buildings – the tǇpiĐal ͚go to͛ foƌ 
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examples of sustainability practice, often underperform on running costs because of 
the limitations associated with perceiving a sustainable building as one that has 
renewable teĐhŶologies aŶd otheƌ additioŶal ͚featuƌes͛, ƌatheƌ thaŶ the duƌaďilitǇ oƌ 
practicality of the fundamental design, mechanics or use of the building - not to 
ŵeŶtioŶ the ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ that is taught ǁithiŶ the ďuildiŶg͛s Đlassƌooŵs.  
When a decision to invest in sustainability is based entirely on the financial incentive, it 
puts into doubt the achievement of sustainability when its cultural and social value 
cannot be easily quantified. Put another way, financial barriers are perceived to be the 
most significant reason that colleges cannot engage with sustainability, therefore, it is 
unlikely even if the sector had more money available that colleges would 
independently self-lead on integrating sustainability into its purpose and paradigm 
when the wider benefits of doing so appear not to be recognised. This is evidenced by 
the focus of research participants on operational activities and the associated financial 
barriers, negating the cultural and educational contributions towards FE colleges can 
make in combination with environmental sustainability. The social and cultural value of 
colleges were recognised by most leaders interviewed but understood as factors that 
contribute to the organisational sustainability of colleges and were not relevant to the 
alternative interpretation of sustainability. 
Present day trends of sustainability in practice remain heavily influenced by the trends 
of historic leadership interventions, and are used to satisfy the drive for financial 
sustainability for which FE leaders at a niche level want to be recognised, but have 
expressed specifically that this is not their aspiration with respect to holistic 
sustainability. Indeed, eco-efficiency measures such as reducing carbon emissions were 
ƌeĐogŶised to ďe ďeŶefiĐial to the ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛, but an environment from which 
participants suggested a detachment from, or its deterioration unaffected by.  Instead, 
and ironically it was either supplementary funding opportunities or austerity measures 
that have engaged leaders with the more holistic sustainability discourse, but only 
superficially as a method of refining processes through eco-efficiency. Arguably 
therefore it is financial stability rather than austerity that stifles the need for change, 
even though throughout this study sustainability has been consistently cited as 
unaffordable. It is worth positing the question that perhaps the challenges and 
complexities at a landscape level are not challenging or complex enough to warrant 
significant change at all levels of society, and in this case, for FE leaders to really 
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question what the alternative may be. In other words, the incentive for change remains 
iŶtaŶgiďle oƌ is ƌatioŶalised as ďeiŶg paƌt of a pƌoďleŵ ďeloŶgiŶg to ͚soŵeoŶe͛ else. 
Taking into account the dominance of operational examples of sustainability in 
practice, it is suggested that the management approach of FE based on how it 
perceives sustainability is practiced within the sector (operational activities within 
niche environments only) can only be operational. Furthermore, this indicates the 
more superficial philosophy of a non-environmental degradation perspective due to its 
resonance with an operational management approach, which as indicated by the TMF, 
tends to serve shorter time scales and therefore is managed more reactively than how 
it is perceived. In other words, there is a disconnect therefore between how a leader 
perceives sustainability, and how this is practiced, not just within individual 
organisations but the wider discourse at a regime level amongst FE leaders.  
At a regime and niche level where colleges have greater autonomy, sustainability is 
discussed in greater detail than at a landscape level and in practice has been 
demonstrated in wider variety of methods, but remains restricted to operational 
management as it remains within the remit only of a minority of practitioners across 
the sector. Though best practice is shared amongst practitioners, there appears to be 
an absence of wider cross – institutional awareness, interdisciplinary collaboration or 
strategic cohesion. But at a regime and niche level, the interpretation and incentive to 
action sustainability within these parameters has been left wanting since many leaders 
perceive engagement with either to depend on higher levels of capital investment. The 
answer to research question two is therefore centred on eco-efficiency, ǁith Đolleges͛ 
predominant focus on environmental impacts at an operational level distracting the 
possibility of other areas of responsibility that could address the less obvious but more 
damaging impacts of the education and values colleges propagate. 
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5.Ϯ.ϯ ReseaƌĐh ƋuestioŶ thƌee; ǁhat aƌe leadeƌs’ peƌĐeptioŶs of poǁeƌ aŶd 
leadership for sustainability within FE?  
Responsibility for solving sustainability was advertently or implicitly perceived by all 
leǀels of the FE ŵaŶageŵeŶt hieƌaƌĐhǇ to ďeloŶg to ͚otheƌs͛. GiǀeŶ that the 
environment was perceived to be the most pertinent aspect of sustainable 
development, inaction/ limited action and power pointing suggest that the value of 
personal agency is either recognised nor valued, and instead meaningful action can 
only come from legislative or political interventions.  
The most notable power struggle was dominated by an uncertainty of ownership and 
power for the sector overall, whereby despite leaders claiming responsibility for their 
individual college solvency, discussions made it clear that external forces undermine 
iŶdiǀidual leadeƌs ĐoŶfideŶĐe of puƌpose, as ǁell as theiƌ peƌĐeptioŶs of seĐtoƌ͛s 
puƌpose oǀeƌall. Though speĐifiĐallǇ disĐussiŶg the failiŶgs of the L“C͛s Đapital 
programme, Foster (2009) specifically states that previous government changes have 
led to concern and trepidation within the sector, echoing research participants of this 
study who stated a preference for a consistent negative approach rather than frequent 
and often conflicting policy changes. Yet a neediness of the sector towards central 
government, either for incentivised prescriptive guidance on sustainability, or for 
funding and direction in order to remain relevant to government priorities and 
therefore ensure organisational sustainability was very apparent. This focus of power 
at a landscape level is often at odds with local, regime level power dynamics. As both 
are externally focussed, this reflects the vulnerability and appeasement of colleges to 
eǆteƌŶal ƌatheƌ thaŶ iŶteƌŶal foƌĐes, eǀideŶĐed ďǇ leadeƌs͛ ĐoŶsisteŶt aŶd fƌeƋueŶt use 
of phrases suĐh as ͚ŵeetiŶg the Ŷeeds͛ of the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt/ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ/ ďusiŶesses/ 
students.  
Though implicit, it is suggested that where power and leadership for sustainability is 
perceived to reside will be reflective of an overall management approach to 
sustainability. For instance, if a leader demonstrates ownership of sustainability, it 
suggests recognition of the strategic, tactical or operational advantages of doing so. 
However, results from this study reflect a recurrence of power pointing taking place at 
all levels of the FE management hierarchy in relation to holistic sustainability. For 
example at a landscape level, the absence of sustainability guidance except within 
guidaŶĐe Ŷotes foƌ Đapital fuŶdiŶg ďids, ƌeiŶfoƌĐes that FE͛s fuŶdiŶg ďodies do Ŷot 
perceive sustainability as something that concerns colleges, whose priority is instead to 
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contribute to economic growth, as identified by Scott and Gough (2010). Therefore 
colleges must be expected to lead on this themselves, and by extension therefore, 
power for sustainability from the landscape level is directed at a niche level. This is 
reinforced further by bureaucratic reorganisation in 2010 and 2013, which led to the 
subsuming of previous sustainability initiatives. All remaining uses of the term 
͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ aƌe liŵited to eĐo-efficiency, reinforcing that the implementation of 
suĐh iŶitiatiǀes aƌe foƌ the ƌefiŶeŵeŶt of eǆistiŶg pƌoĐesses to suppoƌt the seĐtoƌ͛s 
purpose.   
Collectively at a regime level, interest groups of colleges (such as the AoC or 157 
Group) through perhaps strength in numbers or the pooling of resources and expertise 
indicated a more tactical approach as representatives of the sector, using their power 
and influence to have more of a diplomatic relationship with the landscape level of 
management, especially over issues that have generated enough concern at a niche 
level. Sustainability however was not one of these issues, or perceived as something 
that the 157 Group should take leadership of because of the investment required to be 
legitimate leaders. This corresponds with Banerjee (2008) whereby few organisations 
are willing to consider the levels of investment or long time scales required for 
environmental sustainability improvements. The only leadership role that 157 Group 
leaders perceived they could contribute was to work with colleges to collate examples 
of sustainability in practice and relay this to the government as further demonstration 
of the seĐtoƌ͛s iŶtƌiŶsiĐ ǀalue. Moƌe ǁidelǇ hoǁeǀeƌ leadeƌship foƌ seĐtoƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ 
was peƌĐeiǀed to ƌest eitheƌ ǁith the AoC oƌ a sepaƌate iŶteƌest gƌoup of ͚eŶthusiasts͛, 
but for either to be perceived by the rest of the sector as important enough to take 
action on would ultimately require the government to encourage sustainability practice 
through the provision of financial incentive, or indirectly by making it commercially 
advantageous for colleges to teach sustainability (through either add on courses or 
STEM courses).  
Similarly at a niche level, college leaders indicated a strong sense of responsibility for 
the financial sustainability of their college, seen as important not only for business 
ĐoŶtiŶuitǇ, ďut also deŵoŶstƌatiǀe of Đolleges͛ ƌeleǀaŶĐe aŶd theƌefoƌe ǁoƌthǇ of 
continued funding. While at a niche level there was a similar consensus that it was the 
responsibility of the landscape level to provide direction and funding to facilitate 
college engagement with sustainability, vice-principals and focus groups indicated that 
it ǁas the PƌiŶĐipal͛s ƌole to lead oŶ sustaiŶaďilitǇ. To the contrary, PƌiŶĐipal͛s if Ŷot 
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suggesting that it was the role of the government, suggested instead that student 
demand or enthusiastic members of staff should catalyse college engagement. Though 
the dominant trend was to direct power up through the FE leadership hierarchy, 
PƌiŶĐipal͛s suggestioŶs that leadeƌship ǁould eŵeƌge fƌoŵ studeŶts oƌ otheƌ staff 
ŵeŵďeƌ͛s ŵiƌƌoƌs the appƌoaĐh takeŶ ďǇ the laŶdsĐape leǀel. I.e. it is Ŷot a suďjeĐt that 
is worthy of their leadership. 
Some college leaders expressed a desire to do more to integrate sustainability into 
college strategy and activities though they did not state whether they would take 
personal responsibility for this. Irrespectively however, if they would like to do more 
but are not doing, it suggests that they are waiting for either what they perceive to be 
the right conditions, or directions. In other words, the power for action does not rest 
with them. 
Power for either interpretation of sustainability is therefore perceived by the regime 
and niche level of FE management to rest at a landscape level, as even the perceived 
need to demonstrate the intrinsic local economic and social value of colleges reinforces 
the power of the landscape level. While ever colleges remain so reliant and uncertain 
of their financial position, it is suggested that as a sector, the management approach to 
sustainability will always match that of the landscape level – its relevance limited to an 
efficiency measure, managed operationally within existing business models. The fact 
that the landscape is looked to for the funding incentive for engagement with 
sustainability reinforces that sustainability is perceived as something that must be 
invested in and by association, is measureable rather than values based. Furthermore, 
this reinforces that the perception of sustainability is to do things better or more 
efficiently, rather than to do better things altogether (Sterling, 2004; Doppelt, 2012).  
The answer to research question three reflects the answers to research questions one 
and two whereby responsibility and leadership for organisational financial 
sustainability is vehemently accepted by FE leaders, but power pointing between all 
levels of FE leadership is prolifically evident with regards to taking responsibility for the 
seĐtoƌ͛s leadership role for its own environmental sustainability and its wider role in 
developing a more sustainable society as a whole. 
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5.2.4 Answering the research objective: the dominance of power   
The management approaches indicated by perceptions and practice of sustainability 
reveal that while either of the two dominant interpretations of sustainability indicate a 
more tactical approach to sustainability in theory, in reality sustainability is practiced in 
the same operational manner irrespective of how it is conceptualised. 
Therefore while the relationship between how it is conceptualised and how it is 
practised may be weak, the reason for this lies with the inherent power dynamics of 
the FE management structure, and the implicit power pointing taking place between all 
levels of FE leadership regarding the responsibility of sustainability. 
Indeed, it is perhaps its practice that prevents a deeper understanding and 
responsibility of sustainability (when considering that responsibility for its leadership 
ǁas Ŷot takeŶ ďǇ aŶǇ of the seĐtoƌ͛s leadeƌship hieƌaƌĐhǇͿ, ďut also that this is 
convenient because current practices enhance models and methods of business that 
few want to/ feel incentivised to change. Furthermore, this is evidence of continued 
reductionist thinking which prevents or distracts from the systemic thought required 
that could help resolve societies complex issues. FE is therefore no more or less ready 
for a transition to sustainability than any other sector or sub-sector, however, its 
funding structure renders it more susceptible to the political landscape and rapid policy 
changes that undermine many of the skills required for sustainable leadership. 
Using the prevailing management approaches of the landscape, regime and niche levels 
of FE leadership identified in the previous sub-chapters, it is now possible to answer 
the research objective: 
͞To deteƌŵiŶe if theƌe is a ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ Fuƌtheƌ EduĐatioŶ leadeƌs͛ peƌĐeptioŶs 
of sustainable development, and the nature of its practice withiŶ FE Đolleges͟ 
It is suggested that the relationship between awareness of sustainability and its 
practice is weak, due to the tactical management approach demonstrated when 
conceptualising sustainability but the dominance of operational management 
approaches in practice. In a smaller number of cases where perceptions of 
sustainability using the literal interpretation alluded to a more strategic management 
approach, perceptions of holistic sustainability were conversely discussed more 
operationally as a method of reinforcing the economic position of colleges. On balance 
however, the timescales that underlined most discussions of sustainability in either 
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interpretation were limited to tactical parameters, which has been surmised are 
reflective of the political timescales realistically upheld at a landscape level. 
Furthermore, it is fair to conclude that because interpretations were consistently 
favouring a conventional economist perspective or non-environmental degradation 
perspective, sustainable development and the equal consideration of economic, social 
and environmental impacts is not being managed by the FE sector.  
To some degree this study concurs with Wals and Blewitt (2010), Stevenson (2007), and 
Shiel (2013) who refer to a dichotomy between the rhetoric and practice of 
sustainability, a phenomenon that is indeed reflected by a wider conceptualisation of 
the term compared to how it is demonstrated at a niche level. However throughout the 
sector, particularly at a landscape level, sustainability and sustainable development as 
terms faithful to those definitions highlighted in chapter 2.1 are being fundamentally 
misinterpreted and are used instead to indicate the intended longevity of the status 
quo. Perceptions at a niche and regime level were slightly broader as they frequently 
ŵade ƌefeƌeŶĐe to ͚the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ oƌ ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal͛, hoǁeǀeƌ as discussed by 
“hƌiďeƌg ;ϮϬϬϮ:ϭϱϴͿ, ͞optiŶg to use the teƌŵ ͚ŵaŶageŵeŶt͛ oƌ ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal͛ iŶstead 
of ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ ŵaǇ ďe ŵoƌe ƌesoŶaŶt ǁith people͛s ĐoŵpƌeheŶsioŶ of the teƌŵ, 
hoǁeǀeƌ siŶĐe sustaiŶaďilitǇ is ƋualitatiǀelǇ diffeƌeŶt fƌoŵ ͞eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal 
ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ͟, Đaŵpus leadeƌs ŵight attaĐh diffeƌeŶt ŵeaŶiŶgs to questions based on 
theiƌ iŶteƌpƌetatioŶs, ŶoŶe of ǁhiĐh ŵight appƌoaĐh theoƌists͛ aŶd pƌaĐtitioŶeƌs͛ 
ŵeaŶiŶg of ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛.  
These interpretations and the potential role that colleges could perform in their 
advancement are lost on many if not all leaders at multiple levels and society as a 
whole. As stated by Rotmans and Loorbach (2009) and Markard et al (2012), the 
persistence of current problems caused by unsustainability cannot be solved using 
current policies and mechanisms and reliance on neoclassical economics. Perceptions 
of uncertainty and financial concerns are the most significant issues for FE leaders over 
a mid- long-term time frame. This may exacerbate perceptions of the relevance of 
sustainability as both themes are products of and perpetuate short term, reactive 
tendencies. Indeed, the dynamics of power revealed in this study reinforce a 
widespread lack of understanding of the term because if this were not true, then 
power pointing would not exist. Alternatively, as surmised by Cullingford (2004[a]), it 
could be that the implications of the term are understood but are too intimidating or 
  
223 
abstract for individuals to comfortably grasp, therefore the term because of its real 
significance, is misused.  
In the meantime, it is likely that only those who take an active interest either 
professionally or personally understand the faithful meaning of the term (Jones et al, 
2010; Brinkhurst et al, 2011), though while ever power pointing persists, these people 
are likely to remain ƌestƌiĐted oƌ ͚loĐked iŶ͛ at a niche level because that is where they 
aƌe peƌĐeiǀed to ďeloŶg, as stated ďǇ Doppelt ;ϮϬϭϮ:ϮϵͿ, ͞PoliĐǇ ŵakeƌs appƌoaĐh 
economic, social welfare, public health, and environmental problems as if they are 
distinct from each other and require different remedies. The media, economic theory, 
and our political discourse reinforce this belief of separation. A reductionist view 
purports the notion that dividing the world into little pieces helps us understand and 
ĐoŶtƌol ouƌ eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͞.  
Based on this, it is suggested that niche level developments that reflect a more 
environmental bias are unlikely to take hold even though ironically this is the bias most 
participants revealed throughout the study. However due to the operational 
management approach taken by the sector in the practice of sustainability, 
environmental sustainability is evidently not seen as something that is strategically 
ƌeleǀaŶt to the seĐtoƌ͛s loŶgeǀitǇ.  
Though often discussed as separate topics from environmental sustainability, the social 
and economic contributions colleges make locally are perceived as significant to a 
Đollege͛s loŶgeǀitǇ aŶd puƌpose ďut Ŷot uŶdeƌstood as ďeiŶg iŵpoƌtaŶt eleŵeŶts of 
sustainable development. This unequal emphasis of social and economic 
considerations compared with their environmental impact reinforces that perceptions 
of sustainability within FE are centred on a human worldview, placing emphasis on 
͚sustaiŶed͛ oƌ ͚suĐĐessful͛ gƌoǁth as aŶ iŶdiĐatoƌ of eĐoŶoŵiĐ deǀelopŵeŶt, ďoth of 
which do nothing to diminish the continued demands of the Earth (Williams and 
Millington, 2004; Waas et al, 2011). It is therefore less the acknowledgement and 
aĐtiǀe eŶgageŵeŶt ǁith a Đollege͛s soĐial oƌ eĐoŶoŵiĐ ƌespoŶsiďilities, ďut a pƌoďleŵ 
of environmental responsibility. Indeed, when discussing the purpose and paradigm of 
colleges, a conflict emerged between colleges taking ownership of their financial 
sustainability, but expressing a need for others to direct or assign responsibility, or 
͚poǁeƌ-poiŶtiŶg͛ ǁith ƌegaƌds to holistic sustainability.  
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This suggests a lack of confidence and uncertainty of how colleges are able to 
contribute to sustainable development, which may be inhibiting leaders to seize 
autonomy at a more local level. Perceptions of power may therefore be based on 
convenience by all leadership levels if there is widespread uncertainty of how the 
sector is able to contribute to sustainable development and may not, as suggested by 
Christie et al (2014) be reflective of an alibi from having to consider the concept more 
widely. Instead it is suggested that it is an issue of confidence – both of the term itself 
and its relevance to the sector, reinforced by the unexpectedly interchangeable use of 
interpretations, and is disappointing – that at the time of research in 2013/14 such 
uncertainty could withstand.  
HistoriĐal sustainaďility ͚initiatives  
It is suggested that the positive and negative connotations now associated with 
sustainability as a result of previous surges of activity and interest have led to or reflect 
issues of relevance, themselves which have led to a stagnation of ownership. For 
example, the two most significant endorsements of environmental sustainability were 
driven from the landscape level but were relatively short lived and ended with a 
bureaucratic reorganisation. It is clear that whatever resource or incentive that inspired 
such landscape leadership has since been missing, which has also led to the 
deceleration and stalling of consistent engagement and practice of sustainability at a 
regime and niche level. This suggests that without landscape endorsement colleges 
perceive they are unable to take the initiative themselves, reinforcing why current 
political inertia presents a real problem to the likelihood of a transition to sustainability 
within FE. Indeed, this was implicit throughout this study whereby leaders were happy 
to provide examples of niche level sustainability activity, but did not acknowledge that 
they are being undermined, or progress stalled by their own lack of leadership and 
ownership – i.e. they leave the relevant member of staff to get on with it, missing the 
point and wider relevance of sustainability entirely. 
As stated by Garud and Gehman (2012), for a transition to take hold at a landscape 
level requires the ability to sustain being sustainable. Since the closure of LSIS there has 
been no further sustainability guidance offered at a landscape level and is 
demonstrative of the importance and gravitas landscape support offers to a transition 
and how without it, it can prevent or inhibit further work taking place. Indeed, it is 
suggested that it is largely an issue of perception of sustainability at a landscape level 
that has stifled the seĐtoƌ͛s aďilitǇ to ĐoŶtiŶue its sustaiŶaďilitǇ jouƌŶeǇ, Ŷot oǀeƌtlǇ, ďut 
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through other more pressing priorities taking precedence. Niche activities are able to 
continue but are confined as such, because no longer are they a priority. In other 
words, power at a landscape level has both actively encouraged and indirectly 
prevented niche level activity. While ever the likelihood of landscape changes favouring 
sustainable development appear not to be forthcoming, it is unlikely that bottom up, 
niche level practices will gain sufficient momentum or legitimacy to stimulate regime, 
or sector level ownership of sustainability.  
Power dynamics and sector confidence   
It is unlikely that the sector would ever consider considering its purpose, let alone 
consider an alternative purpose while it remains so closely wedded to the priorities set 
by government, which as already discussed, remain inherently at odds with the 
principles of sustainable development and promoting alternative paradigms. 
What this study may have revealed is that it is not just a lack of financial autonomy that 
is perceived to prevent colleges from engaging in sustainability, but it is also a 
confidence issue – confidence of purpose, confidence of the sustainability discourse, 
and confidence of the potential role colleges have to play in sustainable development. 
What was not expected was the dynamics of power pointing (possibly as a result of the 
formulaic perceptions of leadership [and discourse] of sustainability) and how (the lack 
of) power, more than simply financial issues, was perceived as the most significant 
barrier to sustainability. 
While the higher echelons of the FE hierarchy may determine how surmountable the 
barriers to engaging with sustainability are (i.e. funding, finance, and time) it is clear 
that power pointing at all levels could also indicate complacency, whereby it is the 
easier option to wait for prescriptive guidance or an incentive for action, both of which 
are counterintuitive with the learning and individual action and responsibility that 
should take place within sustainable development. In other words, a lack of guidance 
or information is unlikely to be the only inhibiting factor. Therefore we return to the 
interpretation of sustainability and wider incentive for change: as long as it is perceived 
as a niche subject and managed using transactional leadership approaches that 
perceive sustainability as just another interest alongside many others (Eddy, 2005; 
Beltran-Kadji et al, 2013) sector inertia is likely to withstand. This approach also leaves 
uŶĐhalleŶged leadeƌs͛ appaƌeŶt laĐk of iŶĐliŶatioŶ oƌ ĐoŶfideŶĐe to leaƌŶ aďout 
sustainability and seize power voluntarily at a niche or regime level.  
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Power dynamics necessitate a prescriptive approach.  
Earlier in the thesis it was surmised that the sector appears not to need a prescriptive 
approach, however the results to emerge from interviews and focus groups suggested 
the contrary, whereby a renewed leadership of sustainability that endorsed 
participation and provided either funding and/ or clear guidance on how sustainability 
can be integrated within the curriculum would be the only valid method of overcoming 
the barriers of finance and relevance. In shorthand, the relationship between 
perceptions and practice of sustainability is an issue of power and perceived relevance.  
It is certainly evident that previous interventions have led to an increase in 
participation by providing such guidance and funding, however aside from the obvious 
perpetuation of sustainability being practiced separately as a silo subject, with the 
exception of some eco-effiĐieŶĐǇ iŶdiĐatoƌs ŵeasuƌed aŶŶuallǇ ǁithiŶ the AoC͛s 
eMaŶdate ǁhiĐh is passed oŶto the seĐtoƌ͛s spoŶsoƌiŶg goǀeƌŶŵeŶt depaƌtŵeŶt, it has 
never formed part of a college͛s iŶspeĐtioŶ fƌaŵeǁoƌk, ďeggiŶg the ƋuestioŶ of hoǁ 
accountable colleges are, or expected to be to sustainability? Conversely, many 
indicators of sustainable development are qualitative and values based and are 
therefore difficult to quantify, however, as stated by Cullingford (2004[a]) universities 
and colleges are held increasingly accountable to their more quantifiable impacts such 
as their value to the economy and society. For colleges this is exemplified in the annual 
͚College KeǇ FaĐts͛ ƌepoƌt puďlished by the AoC, which contains facts such as the 
projected economic contribution college students generate over their lifetimes, the 
economic returns per £1 of government funding of post-19 college courses, and 
colleges responsiveness to training requirements compared with universities (AoC, 
2015). It is arguable therefore that colleges do report on the social and economic 
aspeĐts to deŵoŶstƌate the seĐtoƌ͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ, ďut aƌe Ŷot ƌeĐogŶised as faĐets of 
sustainable development. Though the other common interpretation of sustainability is 
sǇŶoŶǇŵous ǁith ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal͛ issues, it is this to ǁhiĐh Đolleges aŶd aƌguaďlǇ 
education as a whole appears unaccountable. Unlike its social and economic 
counterparts, environmental sustainability is practiced and considered as an optional 
extra, and its implementation is reliant upon those who are interested or incentivised 
(through job description) to do so. It is unlikely therefore that prescriptive 
͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal͛ guidaŶĐe ǁill ďe paƌadigŵatiĐallǇ ĐhalleŶgiŶg ǁhile restrictive and 
restricted perceptions of sustainability abound at all management levels of the FE 
hierarchy.  
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Therefore it is power rather than individual perceptions that has the most significant 
impact on how sustainability is both perceived and practiced within the FE sector. 
Significant learning at all FE management levels and society as a whole is needed to 
disentangle sustainability and sustainable development from current interpretations of 
it being synonymous with growth of the status quo. However it is suggested that it is 
fear at an individual level, institutional level and societal level as well as power that 
pƌeǀeŶts the pƌaĐtiĐe of doiŶg ďetteƌ thiŶgs, foƌ feaƌ of ďeiŶg left ͞ďehiŶd͟, ďeiŶg too 
controversial and therefore losing power, or the risk of divergence from the norm. As 
suggested by transition management studies, a transition requires the dual approach of 
niche level activity along with the relevant support and leadership at a landscape level 
to facilitate its acceptance at a regime level. It is of course important that leaders at a 
niche level develop a clearer and more faithful understanding of sustainable 
development anyway. However, wary of replicating the power pointing revealed within 
this study, it is suggested that the susceptibility of FE to landscape trends means that 
unless this understanding is replicated at a landscape level (which itself has influence 
on and is influenced by society as a whole), a transition towards sustainable 
development within FE is unlikely to take hold. 
5.3 Discussion conclusion  
This Đhapteƌ has pƌeseŶted disĐussioŶs aŶd ĐoŶĐlusioŶs to eaĐh of the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh 
questions. The main themes, as highlighted in table 14 have demonstrated that 
perceptions and practice of sustainability are self-perpetuating and are reinforced by 
sector power dynamics, which strongly indicate a perceived diminishing return of 
investing in environmental responsibility. Indeed, although across all management 
levels sustainability was largely understood to be synonymous with environmental 
responsibility, it is to this that the least accountability was demonstrated.  
Perceptions of sustainability were therefore based on a human worldview whereby FE 
as part of the education system continues because it is funded to be unsustainable, and 
is therefore funded to fuel unsustainability. While ever the perception remains that 
economies can thrive under such unsustainability and indeed, be refined by initiatives 
ĐoŶduĐted uŶdeƌ the ďaŶŶeƌ of ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛, the ǀiĐious ĐiƌĐle of ƌelevance and 
responsibility for addressing alternatives that address the current environmental 
unaccountability will continue. I.e. if we truly understand the changes required in order 
to become more sustainable, it becomes a job too big for an individual or a small group 
of people.  
  
228 
All levels of FE management did not acknowledge understanding of the detrimental 
impact education has on unsustainability. Instead, FE as part of the education sector 
ǁas Đeleďƌated as ďeiŶg a keǇ ĐoŶtƌiďutoƌ to the ĐouŶtƌǇ͛s economic and social 
sustainability. It is perhaps therefore inevitable that the relevance of sustainability to 
the sector will continue to be confined to measures that enhance and support the 
existing paradigm. 
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Sub-chapter Discussion central themes 
Perceptions and practice 
of sustainability 
The adoption of sustainability to refine unsustainability 
 A human worldview 
 Funded to be and fuel unsustainability 
 Thriving on unsustainability 
 Perceived relevance dictates responsibility 
 Historical exposure and its lasting connotations 
 Environmental unaccountability 
 
Perceptions of power for 
sustainability 
The confinement of sustainability responsibility 
 The muted ascendance of environmental 
responsibility 
 The iŶeǀitaďilitǇ of FE͛s approach 
 Power pointing at a regime level 
 Purpose, agency and power pointing  
 
Research question one Perceptions of sustainability are less confident, but imply 
a tactical management approach for the refinement of 
business-as-usual 
Research question two Perceptions of power and leadership for sustainability are 
less clear, where responsibility is taken for the literal 
term, but is projected onto others when discussing 
environmental sustainability. 
Research question three Perceptions of sustainability practice within colleges are 
strong, and pertain to a management approach that is 
operationally based. 
Research objective The relationship between perceptions of sustainability 
and its practice is weak. This could partly be explained by 
historical initiatives and the power dynamics that 
dominate the FE sector, as well as sector confidence. 
Table 14 - The ĐeŶtƌal ĐoŶĐeptual theŵes ideŶtified ǁithiŶ this study’s ƌesults 
The chapter went onto discuss the problems associated with the impacts of historic 
sustainability initiatives and the resulting and self-perpetuating trend of sustainability 
responsibility at a niche level. Given that responsibility for sustainability leadership 
appears to diminish with authority, this study surmises that the operational 
management approach taken by FE in its practice of sustainability is inevitable, and 
that so too is the persistence of power pointing. Indeed, though the results of this 
study have highlighted congruence with existing theories of sustainability and 
leadership within HE such as the confinement of sustainability practice and 
responsibility within operational areas and a resulting focus on campus greening, the 
pointing of power for sustainability responsibility between internal stakeholders, and 
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that the focus of descriptive studies on operational activities is both the product and 
perpetuator of perceptions that this is a good enough response.  
What this study has revealed is the particular significance of the power dynamics FE 
colleges are subject to, both bottom up and top down, by trying to simultaneously 
meet the needs of students, employers and government priorities. It has also 
highlighted the significance of exposure – exposure of decision makers to FE, how this 
impacts on the perceived role and funding of FE, and therefore the perceived relevance 
of a limited societal exposure to sustainability. It is the replication of the interplay 
between power and remaining relevant that has been observed at a landscape and 
therefore regime level within the FE leadership hierarchy. And because of exposure, 
this places colleges in difficult and different positions compared with schools or 
universities who through either a clearer purpose or more autonomous funding, are 
not required to demonstrate their relevance – merely suitability.  
The more influential leadership dynamics colleges experience are therefore most likely 
to be the reason behind a stalling, or complete disregard of the relevance of 
sustainability to FE. It is the strength of this trend that sets it apart from HE particularly. 
Indeed, as stated by Posner and Stuart (2013), external influences play an important 
role in the success of campus sustainability. Therefore as identified by Scott and Gough 
(2010), the fact that universities have greater autonomy over their curriculum and 
financial position – as a result of being subject to less push and pull factors than 
colleges – is likely to have given front-runners within universities the opportunity to 
develop momentum and raise awareness and embed practices that within colleges, 
have remained simply as initiatives. 
It may also be significant that the interdisciplinarity required of education for 
sustainability is perceived as being more difficult to apply to the task-focused 
vocational nature of college education which tends to be framed more locally or 
regionally (Scott and Gough, 2010). However, it is suggested that as well as the 
increasing emphasis on academic and higher education delivery within colleges, the 
preference to focus on local demands is actually conducive for the delivery of 
sustainability education. If, as stated by Cullingford (2004[a]) the problem with the 
term sustainability is the magnitude of the issues it represents, then a more local or 
regional framing of sustainable development should be beneficial for engagement. 
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In the meantime, the short-lived and more externally driven approach to sustainability 
within colleges is, as indicated by this studǇ͛s results, based on a self-perpetuating cycle 
of perception and responsibility whereby the consistent synonymy of sustainability 
with the ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ has led to persistent power pointing between all management 
levels of FE. This is either due to the environment simply falling subservient to more 
pressing financial and social priorities within the sector, or that FE͛s activities are 
perceived to have no relevance to environmental issues. In other words, the 
environment is disassociated from the impacts of education. In either case, the 
environment is not a priority for FE, therefore it is easy to see why each level of 
management indicate that responsibility for leadership rests with other management 
levels, or that other sectors within education are perceived to be better equipped to be 
educational leaders, since sustainability is also consistently perceived to require 
unachievable levels of funding.  
If then, sustainability is too big for a small group of frontrunners as stated previously, 
but the inherent issue with sustainability leadership is that everyone is waiting for 
everyone else to act (Monbiot, 2006), what is the solution? Though the TMF was 
unwieldy in its transference to the FE sector, it was a useful method of highlighting the 
irrelevance of strategic activity anywhere other than at a landscape level for the 
sustainability agenda to gain significant traction within FE. Though this study does not 
discount the role of front-runners, evidence states that within the FE sector, direction 
and incentivisation for change must come from the government. Front-runners may be 
required to assist in the articulation or lobbying of government, but this study indicates 
that front-runners are unlikely to receive the exposure or carry enough kudos for their 
voice to be heard. On the other hand, perhaps a transition to sustainability is unlikely 
to ever happen within any sector; especially given that one sub-sector becoming more 
sustainable cannot lead to sustainability when all other sub-sectors are not (Sterling, 
2004). Hoǁeǀeƌ, eduĐatioŶ͛s ƌole is iŶflated Đoŵpaƌed ǁith otheƌ seĐtoƌs aŶd ĐaŶ ͞help 
to shape the material reality we all experience and the ways in which we attempt to 
uŶdeƌstaŶd, ƌefleĐt oŶ aŶd, peƌhaps eǀeŶ ĐhaŶge it͟ ;Bleǁitt, ϮϬϬϰ:ϭͿ.  
What FE has demonstrated is its adaptive and responsive abilities for building business 
resilience, or in other words, its ability to learn and change quickly in order to survive. 
Therefore the founding skills for sustainability leadership exist, but the incentive or 
recognition of the need to think and behave systemically placing equal emphasis on 
social economic and environmental considerations is not. As demonstrated by this 
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study, continued unsustainability is an issue of environmental unaccountability due to 
the perception that it only concerns environmental issues; to behave in a way that is 
environmentally accountable is to behave with restraint and demonstrate equality 
which requires a refocusing of our morals rather than relying on technological fixes 
(Cullingford, 2004[b]; Monbiot, 2006). Indeed, as stated by both Monbiot (2006) and 
Westley et al (2011), technological innovation and our faith in it as a problem solver is 
actually a focus that is counterintuitive for sustainability because it does not require 
deep learning or change in values or behaviour. Instead, it essentially provides consent 
for continued unsustainable practices. 
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Chapter 6. Conclusions 
This Đhapteƌ ďegiŶs ďǇ disĐussiŶg hoǁ the TMF ǁas applied to deǀelop this studǇ͛s 
theory, responding to calls from transition management authors for the framework to 
be applied to other sub-seĐtoƌs. The liŵitatioŶs of the TMF͛s use as ǁell as hoǁ this 
study has developed TMF theory are discussed subsequently. 
The chapter will then surmise the policy, practical and research implications if the 
speculative management approach to emerge from this study was known to be true 
and representative of the FE sector as a whole.  
A reflection of the overall research findings and concluding thoughts and reflections 
will complete the chapter and the thesis.  
6.ϭ ReǀisitiŶg the study’s puƌpose aŶd ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk  
As discussed in earlier chapters, FE colleges have received very little specific attention 
within sustainability literature when compared with universities and schools. This is 
problematic as although there are many similarities between the three, their 
differences are significant as highlighted within discussions in the previous chapter. The 
seĐtoƌ͛s paƌtiĐulaƌ eǆposuƌe to sustaiŶaďilitǇ has had a gƌeat iŶflueŶĐe oŶ hoǁ it 
perceives and practices sustainability, and it is the lack of exposure policy makers and 
academics have had to FE that has led to its omission from this research area. This may 
not be considered a problem to FE itself, why would it, when historically it has 
generally been exposed to a limited interpretation of sustainability, or its purpose as a 
seĐtoƌ eǆpliĐitlǇ desĐƌiďed as to assist iŶ the ĐouŶtƌǇ͛s eĐoŶoŵiĐ gƌoǁth.  
Nevertheless, the size and reach of the sector qualifies it to be worthy of exploration in 
its own right. Hence the objective of this research was: 
͞To deteƌŵiŶe if theƌe is a ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ Fuƌtheƌ EduĐatioŶ leadeƌs͛ peƌĐeptioŶs 
of sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt, aŶd the Ŷatuƌe of its pƌaĐtiĐe ǁithiŶ FE Đolleges͟ 
The absence of specific studies on FE and sustainability mean that essentially this study 
was starting with a blank page – even how the sector defines sustainability was 
unknown. Given that how a university or any organisation defines sustainability and 
sustainable development will impact on the indicators deemed suitable to measure and 
report on its sustainability progress (Shields et al, 2002; Shriberg, 2002; Clarke and 
Kouri, 2009), the focus of this research is to ask what approach FE leaders take to 
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sustainability, rather than research the more assumptive how the sector is practising 
sustainability. This also responds to a literature gap identified by Wright and Horst 
(2013), who ask for the exploration of how major stakeholders within education 
conceptualise sustainability. Indeed, this study examined approaches to sustainability 
taken by multiple leadership levels of FE management comparing how as a term 
sustainability is conceptualised with how it is practised. 
To follow the trend of quantitative descriptive studies of sustainability in HE that 
describe what is happening, leaves the impression that something substantive is being 
done (Shriberg, 2002; Stephens and Graham, 2010) and could be partly responsible for 
the perpetuation of sustainability being perceived as a physical, investible 
manifestation therefore negating the methods, cultures and contexts within which 
change takes place, not to mention how or why these circumstances determine what is 
͚ďest͛ ;Wƌight, 2002; Stephens and Graham, 2010; Karatzoglou, 2013).   
Nothing more urgently requires humans to adapt their behaviours, cultures and values 
than sustainable development therefore something has to change. As stated by Blewitt 
(2004), Cullingford (2004) and Sterling (2013), education is in an unrivalled position to 
permeate its values into other areas of society, yet although it is unfair to say that 
nothing is happening in either HE or FE, the fact remains that despite decades of 
descriptive studies of sustainability (typically) within HE, the deep paradigmatic change 
that is required remains as remote as ever (Sterling and Maxey, 2013). 
With this in mind, and as an alternative method of ǀalidatiŶg the studǇ͛s ƌesults, the 
TMF ǁas ĐhoseŶ as the studǇ͛s ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk. DefiŶed as ͞a deliberative 
process to influence governance activities in such a way that they lead to accelerated 
ĐhaŶge diƌeĐted toǁaƌds sustaiŶaďilitǇ aŵďitioŶs͟ ;LooƌďaĐh aŶd ‘otŵaŶs, ϮϬϭϬ: ϮϯϵͿ, 
it is analytically based on the concept that transitions are multiphase processes and 
result from changes in processes and interactions between multiple levels - the niche, 
regime, and landscape (Loorbach et al, 2010; Stephens and Graham, 2010; Safarzynska 
et al, 2012). It is this broader perspective of transitions and the recognition of this need 
for learning at multiple levels of leadership, not just within an organisation but society 
as a whole that was particularly appealing to this study. Its focus and recognition of this 
role of relationships, as well as learning between society and its subsystems for the 
eŶaďliŶg ;oƌ pƌeǀeŶtioŶͿ of tƌaŶsitioŶs felt paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ peƌtiŶeŶt to this studǇ giǀeŶ FE͛s 
more involved relationship with the UK government and therefore its susceptibility and 
  
235 
exposure to the short termism of politics and societal complexities. Rather than trying 
to simplify or gloss over these complexities, the TMF embraces them as part of the 
sustainability process accepting that the changes required will be slow to develop and 
will change for every action taken – thereby transforming the problem itself (Loorbach, 
2010). Rather than addressing sustainability through a siloed process of fixed goals (or 
omitting altogether), the TMF treats sustainability as an iterative process and the focus 
of common ambitions rather than a destination (Shriberg, 2002; Loorbach et al, 2009). 
This ensures that the right questions are being asked through a transition (Westley et 
al, ϮϬϭϭͿ, ͞Ŷeǀeƌ assuŵiŶg that ǁe haǀe fouŶd the aŶsǁeƌ ďeĐause the ƋuestioŶs 
associated with sustainability are always going to change͟ ;Moƌƌis aŶd MaƌtiŶ, ϮϬϬϵ: 
ϭϲϰͿ. IŶdeed, it is ͞effoƌts foĐused solelǇ oŶ solǀiŶg pƌoďleŵs oŶ a shoƌt-term, 
uŶilateƌal oƌ ĐoŵpaƌtŵeŶtalised ďasis that haǀe Đƌeated the ĐuƌƌeŶt Đƌises͟ ;Lozano 
and Huisingh: 2011: 106). 
6.1.1 Responding to calls for TMF development  
This study responds to calls for further development of the TMF from three groups of 
authors – Jennie Stephens and Amanda Graham, Derk Loorbach and Jan Rotmans, and 
Jacco Farla et al, who seek the specific exploration of the TMF (i) within different 
sectors, specifically education, (ii) the dynamics of people and power for the 
advancement of transitions, and (iii) the introduction of a more macro view along with 
a temporal element. 
By its very nature this study responds to calls to adapt and translate the TMF into other 
socio-political contexts and cultures in order to validate its descriptive and prescriptive 
elements as requested by Loorbach and Rotmans (2009, 2010). The extent to which 
this was practical though and the limitations of doing so are subsequently discussed in 
chapter 6.2.3, hoǁeǀeƌ applǇiŶg the TMF as this studǇ͛s ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk ǁas 
useful in exploring the strategic dynamics within the FE sector in order to explore how 
it may be oriented towards either fostering change, or maintaining the status quo. As 
stated by Stephens and Graham (2010), there remains a scarcity of studies that explore 
strategic dynamics within HE, with most studies describing sustainability progress at a 
micro level.  
Additionally, studies of sustainability within HE typically omit a temporal element, 
limiting the ability to understand dynamics of change; through the analysis of 
preceding (and not superseded) sustainability publications and guidance and the 
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incorporation of historic sustainability governance within the sector, this study has 
provided a temporal dimension which was used by design to provide contextual 
relevance and ultimately proved to be critically important for helping to explain the 
seĐtoƌ͛s ŵaŶageŵeŶt appƌoaĐh to sustainable development. A temporal dimension 
and viewing the sector as a whole, rather than focusing on an individual institution are 
both extremely valuable for understanding the structural dynamics of a transition, or 
potential for a transition. As stated by Stephens and Graham (2010:617) 
͞…sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶ higheƌ eduĐatioŶ should ďalaŶĐe ƌiĐh desĐƌiptioŶ of speĐifiĐ aspeĐts 
of university activities in sustainability with robust and comparative analysis of the 
dynamics and interactions between networks, scales, and levels across higher 
education and among multiple organisatioŶs͟.  
As will be discussed in greater detail subsequently, this study and the application of the 
TMF has highlighted the importance of power dynamics within the FE sector and 
therefore the greater emphasis needed at a regime and landscape level for the sector 
to become more oriented and equipped for sustainable development. People and 
poǁeƌ ǁeƌe theƌefoƌe of ǀital iŵpoƌtaŶĐe, Ŷot just foƌ the gatheƌiŶg of the studǇ͛s 
data, but for also explaining it. This therefore supports and contributes to the focus of 
power, leadership and multi-level leadership exploring sustainability and transitions 
asked of future studies by Stephens and Graham (2010), Loorbach et al (2010) and 
Farla et al (2012). 
6.ϭ.Ϯ ReĐap oŶ the TMF’s fuŶĐtioŶality  
The TMF has a dual functioning role as both a descriptive and prescriptive framework: 
whilst the descriptive function has been adapted for use within this study, it will be 
discussed shortly that the prescriptive function should be utilised by the sector to act 
as an alternative governance approach for the initiation, guidance and promotion of 
change for sustainable development (Loorbach et al, 2009; Loorbach, 2010; Stephens 
and Graham, 2010; Markard et al, 2012; McCauley and Stephens, 2012). Continuing to 
describe what the sector is or is not doing is not enough. 
In the absence of any previous studies focusing on sustainability within FE, this study 
still followed the descriptive trend in order to understand what is required next, 
however it has qualitatively examined perspectives at multiple leadership levels to 
understand how sustainability as a term is perceived, where leaders perceive the 
power for sustainability leadership to rest, and how the sector is perceived to 
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contribute to sustainability. The purpose of examining perceptions at multiple 
leadership levels is to try and build a more accurate picture of what the overall 
management approach to sustainability taken by FE leaders is in order to understand 
what the most appropriate next step might be. 
The TMF offered a broader perspective for analysis than more traditional analytical 
frameworks used in sustainability studies. In this case, it offered guidance on which 
timescales each management tier should typically be operating and the focus of each 
tieƌ͛s aĐtiǀities. That is Ŷot to saǇ that stƌategiĐ aĐtiǀities Đould Ŷot ďe ĐoŶsideƌed at a 
niche level, but the facilitation of a transition requires an idea developed at a niche 
level to be adopted at a regime level and ultimately, through landscape level 
endorsements and long term changes become the dominant paradigm or activity. For 
example, within education this may be as significant as a complete paradigm shift from 
educating about sustainability, to educating for sustainability, or as equally significant 
but only pedagogical - not paradigmatically changing - such as the replacement of chalk 
and blackboards with information technology.  
Using the TMF as a method of mapping or signposting the results to emerge from each 
leadeƌship leǀel helped to illustƌate the foĐus of eaĐh tieƌ͛s leadeƌship appƌoaĐh aŶd 
conceptualisation of sustainability, and also assisted in discerning any areas of conflict 
– for example, conflicts regarding power that may indicate where a more prescriptive 
approach to initiating future change for sustainability may be valuable. The TMF was 
effective in observing meso trends and issues such as power and responsibility for 
sustainability, instead of typically used assessment frameworks which tend to focus on 
micro indicators, which can overstate or leave the impression that significant work is 
taking place when in fact the frameworks are based only on the work of one or two 
individuals within the institution (Shriberg, 2002; Stephens and Graham, 2010). This 
means that rather than being treated as a governance process, environmental and 
sustainability issues are managed as a specific responsibility, referring to frameworks 
such as the ISO14001, which is designed for the control and reduction of 
environmental impacts and ensuring compliance with environmental law, or in other 
words, focuses on doing things better (and not doing better things).  
To desĐƌiďe the seĐtoƌ͛s appƌoaĐh to sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt to date, the descriptive 
fuŶĐtioŶ͛s aŶalytical hierarchy was adapted ďǇ ďeiŶg sĐaled doǁŶ to suit the studǇ͛s 
parameters – a necessity as described by (Loorbach, 2010) to reflect the specific 
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context within which it is being used. Specifically, landscape activities were scaled 
down from thirty years to five-ten years – necessary because the FE sector has not 
existed in its own right for thirty years and more realistic given the pressures and 
turbulence experienced as a result of changeable political tenure. Strategic activities 
taking place at a landscape level were identified through the emergence of data 
themes that referred to long-term visioning, objective setting and goal formation. 
Though specific references to sustainability were sought after, any activity that was 
described using these terms was also used within the analysis. 
Tactical activities are based on a two to five year timescale and were assessed by the 
emergence of themes that referred to lateral relationship building between sector 
stakeholders with the intention of facilitating mechanisms of change required for 
sustainability, be it the literal or holistic interpretation of the term.  
Operational activities are based on a nought to two-year timescale, and were assessed 
by the emergence of codes that relate to short-term or ongoing sustainability projects 
or innovations at a college or organisational level.  
Multi-level 
perspective 
TM activity FE focus Research method 
FE landscape (5-10 
years) 
Strategic BIS, SFA, EFA Content analysis 
FE regime (2-5 years) Tactical AoC, 157 Group Content analysis 
FE niche (0-2 years) Operational Individual colleges Interviews, focus 
groups, content 
analysis 
Table 15 - conceptual framework based on Loorbach (2010) and Stephens and Graham (2010). 
6.2 Developing the TMF  
The previous sub-chapter discussed ways in which this study responded to calls for TMF 
development. This sub-chapter will now highlight how the TMF assisted in answering 
the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh oďjeĐtiǀe aŶd ǁill desĐƌiďe hoǁ it should ďe deǀeloped iŶ oƌdeƌ foƌ 
it to be of more practical use in its future application. 
6.2.1 Identifying the central tenet of power  
The TMF was implicit in the identification of power dynamics (a phenomenon that was 
underestimated at the start of this research) because it focussed on actors and their 
approaches to sustainable development. This proved to be more helpful in 
uŶdeƌstaŶdiŶg the seĐtoƌ͛s appƌoaĐh to sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt ƌatheƌ than focussing 
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on quantitative factors, which as identified by Stephens and Graham (2010), have no 
qualitative understanding of why these approaches are happening.  
Using the TMF this study has found that the relationship between perceptions of 
sustainability and perceptions of practice is weak as participants indicated a more 
tactical understanding of sustainability as a concept however, gave only examples of 
operational sustainability activities in practice. Mapping approaches rather than 
pƌaĐtiĐes ideŶtified a teŵpoƌal ͚loĐkiŶg iŶ͛ of peƌĐeptioŶs of sustaiŶaďilitǇ that haǀe 
resulted in the habitual management of sustainability through an accommodative 
response with an environmental focus. This again resonates with the rhetoric – practice 
gap as identified within HE by Wals and Blewitt (2010), Stevenson (2007), and Shiel 
(2013), a gap that appears to be based on perceptions of power and whose 
responsibility it is to make the cultural changes necessary to facilitate sustainable 
development. The routine management of sustainability has therefore remained 
unchallenged and may have even exacerbated perceptions of responsibility at all 
management levels within FE. As stated by “afaƌzǇŶska et al ;ϮϬϭϮ:ϭϬϮϬͿ ͞Haďits aŶd 
routines can create an obstacle to changes, i.e. behavioural iŶeƌtia …aŶd ĐaŶ aĐt as 
important barriers to change at the meso-ƌegiŵe leǀel͟.  
Using the regime as a catalyst 
This study identified that issues of power pointing and responsibility for what 
sustainability is perceived to be is occurring at multiple levels of FE management, which 
is problematic as leaders at a niche level look to higher management levels for the 
perceived tools and permission to practice sustainability. As this has not been 
forthcoming, sustainability activities have remained at a niche level and due to issues 
of perceived relevance, are confined to the responsibility of one or a small number of 
operational staff. This finding supports the importance of power and people at all 
stages of the transition to sustainable development, as identified by Loorbach and 
Rotmans (2010).  
The TMF operates on the principle that if nurtured, front-runners at a niche level can 
overcome the incumbent regiŵe, as stated ďǇ Phillips ;ϮϬϬϵ[ď]: ϭϳϲͿ ͞soĐial epideŵiĐs 
take off ǁheŶ ͚eaƌlǇ adopteƌs͛ aƌe joiŶed ďǇ iŶĐƌeasiŶg Ŷuŵďeƌs of people uŶtil a 
͚tippiŶg poiŶt͛ is ƌeaĐhed, afteƌ ǁhiĐh poiŶt aŶ idea spƌeads eǆpoŶeŶtiallǇ aŶd 
comprehensively throughout society͟. Hoǁeǀeƌ, as deŵoŶstƌated ďǇ this studǇ, those 
with responsibility at a niche level are kept there due to perceptions of what 
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sustainability means (except when it is perceived as being synonymous with business 
continuity). Therefore that sustainability is happening at all is due to the work of a 
small number of individuals, but has evolved from and remains based on a surge of 
activity and guidance received up to a decade ago. Sustainability therefore remains 
managed operationally at a niche level with its perceived relevance and the conflicting 
demands of other priorities keeping it there. 
People and power are particularly important factors when considering how future 
debates regarding sustainable development may be initiated: research question two of 
this thesis asks ǁhat leadeƌs͛ peƌĐeptioŶs of poǁeƌ aŶd leadeƌship aƌe foƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ 
within the sector, and it has been revealed that the autocratic nature of power within 
FE means that it is inflated at a landscape level, therefore diminishing the role of front 
runners. This realistically leaves the regime level as the only legitimate management 
level that can provide a voice for front-runners, and with endorsement from the 
landscape level, act as the catalysing level for developing a new sustainability vision for 
the sector. Paƌt of the ƌegiŵe͛s ƌole, paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ thƌough gƌoups suĐh as The ϭϱϳ 
Group, are to challenge and lobby the government on policy changes that impact on 
the sector as well as promoting its activities, successes and therefore intrinsic value. 
Groups such as The 157 Group and AoC find the resource to campaign on issues such as 
the abolition of the education maintenance allowance, the introduction of free lunches 
for disadvantaged students, and broader issues such as the diversification of revenues 
and responding to the devolved skills agenda (AoC website, 2016[b]; 157 Group 
website, 2016). In other words, money and resource are made available for the 
initiatives and issues that are deemed important and relevant. 
Whilst the TMF shared the same issue with any framework that is analysing 
sustainability in that it is highlighting a continued inaction, it was effective in clarifying 
the iŵpoƌtaŶĐe of poǁeƌ aŶd hoǁ a ͞diuƌŶal sĐƌaŵďle to suƌǀiǀe͟ ;CulliŶgfoƌd, ϮϬϬϰ[a]Ϳ 
is clouding the desire, possibility or likelihood of positive and proactive action for 
sustainability happening.  
As indicated by this study, the problem with sustainability may be that it is perceived as 
an environmental issue, which concerning as it is may not be enough to prompt action. 
However, with some re-education on the relevance and wider meaning of sustainability 
to FE, a transition to a more balanced and sustainable leadership framework could be 
possible.  
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What is needed is a method of incorporating the environment as an equal 
consideration within decision-making processes alongside social and economic factors; 
how this might be achieved using the TMF, the mechanisms by which it could be 
introduced into the leadership structure of FE, and what changes to the TMF would be 
required are discussed in chapter 6.2.2. 
Incremental change 
One of the most contentious issues to arise from this study and the application of the 
TMF is the principle of incremental change. 
The TMF advocates the principle of radical change using incremental steps. Though this 
sounds paradoxical, it is based on theory that states that radical change is unable to 
overcome the incumbent regime because if challenged, the dominant systems and 
processes would simply resist rather than adapt to such abrupt change (Rotmans and 
Loorbach, 2009). The resulting backlash would therefore decelerate and undermine the 
proposed radical change; this undoubtedly resonates with some niche activities that 
have arisen from the environmental movement, the introduction of electric cars or the 
installation of wind turbines are two examples of feasible alternatives to existing 
practices that although may not be accepted as part of a wider global problem, are still 
problematic in their own right. For example, proponents of the car manufacturing 
industry or oil or gas industries may not accept or link these activities to anthropogenic 
global warming, however, as individuals this does not mean that they have concerns 
regarding air pollution, congestion, or the social and economic impacts of constructing 
new power stations. Nevertheless, the perceived or actual (usually financial) risk posed 
by alternative technologies is of a magnitude that supersedes the risks associated with 
the continuation of the status quo.  
The TMF therefore suggests that radical change instead takes place through a more 
sympathetic process of incremental steps, necessary because as reflected by Monbiot 
;ϮϬϬϲ:ϰϰͿ, ͞Đoŵpleǆ ideas seldoŵ do ǁell iŶ politics, as most people do not have the 
time or the patience required to understand them. We are likely to react against one 
paƌt of the paĐkage ďefoƌe ǁe haǀe gƌasped the ǁhole idea͟. 
This study has demonstrated that the weak relationship between how sustainability is 
perceived and how it is practised by the sector is a combined result of power pointing 
and terminology issues. Due to the prolific nature of both, it is recommended that a 
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more prescriptive approach may be required for their reconciliation, mirroring the 
approaches taken to other cultural issues such as the introduction of health and safety 
and equality and diversity. As stated previously, cultural values are slow but not unable 
to change (Shields et al, 2002).  
The benefit of incremental change therefore is that it allows a system, its actors, and 
structures to adjust and align to the new configuration and direction in a process of 
small steps. However, the concept of society moving in a new direction overlooks the 
possibility that it already may be moving in a direction that is always seeking to be 
͚ďetteƌ͛, aŶd ŵaǇ theƌefoƌe ďe alǁaǇs paƌtiĐipatiŶg iŶ a tƌaŶsitioŶ. As disĐussed ǁithiŶ 
this thesis, this is often at the expense of the environment, either explicitly to facilitate 
the perceived need for economic growth, or implicitly by the continuation of practices 
that fuel the uŶsustaiŶaďle paƌadigŵ. Although WaƌƌeŶ ;ϮϬϬϰ:ϭϬϲͿ states ͞It is Ŷot 
possible to seriously address most environmental issues without also addressing (issues 
of social justice) the gender, race/ethnic, socio-economic, geographic and colonial 
issues͟, it appeaƌs that this ƌelatioŶship is Ŷot mutual. In other words, social and 
economic issues can and are addressed as separate issues from the environment. That 
does not mean that the environment is not perceived as important, indeed, 
incrementally society has gained traction in challenging the regime to assert greater 
environmental action, most recently, the introduction of charging for plastic bags and 
the banning of micro-beads within some cosmetics. However, what this study has 
reinforced is that the environment whilst important, is not important enough.  
This ŵaǇ ďe due to the teƌŵ ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtalist͛ ďeiŶg assoĐiated ǁith ĐoŶŶotatioŶ of 
naivety because to strive for environmental protection is perceived by some as more 
important than economic growth, and to others is the catalyst for economic hardship 
and social regression. Both perceptions however fail to understand that, as stated by 
Shriberg (2002), sustainability is a process, and not a destination. A changing of values 
that facilitate a more balanced and restrained method of decision making where 
omitting the environment is perceived to be naïve would be one that also observes a 
rebalancing of power and therefore also economic and social improvements for all, not 
just those within western societies.  
Getting to such a point seems insurmountable given the vast complexities of modern 
society, however comfort should be taken in the probability that at an individual level 
most people will care in some way about the natural environment (Doppelt, 2012), be 
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it only locally or regionally; these values are however lost within current decision 
making processes that favour economic sustainability above all else. As identified by 
GaƌŶeƌ ;ϮϬϬϰ: ϮϭϭͿ ͞Building in an environmental dimension to the whole range of 
government activities where environmental problems are addressed at the outset is 
preferable to the more common scenario of environmental consequences of 
governmental decision making being dealt ǁith as aŶ afteƌthought͟. FuƌtheƌiŶg this 
point, the pursuit of issues that are founded upon values resonant with sustainable 
development are ever present, with an increasing number of front-runners 
representing an increasing number of agendas that are not just campaigning for a more 
equal, inclusive and accountable society but are also challenging unfair, exclusive and 
unaccountable practices. This resonates with Garner (2004) who also states that 
governments have been unable to ignore increasing and vociferous public concern over 
all manner of topics and interests, which although by creating change through 
challenge, and is disseminating power to a more local or individual level, is in fact 
creating more problems and adding to an already growing number of complexities. The 
explanation for this is undoubtedly due to the fact that these changes are taking place 
within the confines of the same neoliberal economic model upon which decisions at all 
levels are still made, therefore not only is action limited to ͞change within 
changelessness͟ (Sterling, 2013:33), but any change leads to a transformation of the 
amorphous problem itself (Shriberg, 2002; Westley et al, 2011).  
Incremental change that ultimately leads to the increasing complexity of an inherently 
unsustainable model therefore poses a significant problem. The reach of any 
incremental change is limited, as it would remain connected to other less sustainable 
sectors, practices and processes. Sustainable development within neoliberalism 
therefore may be a misnomer; the best that society could realistically achieve under 
suĐh ĐoŶditioŶs ŵaǇ siŵplǇ to ďe ͚less ďad͛. This is a Đonflict highlighted by Bessant et 
al ;ϮϬϭϱͿ, ǁho states that although ďǇ ͞opeƌatiŶg ǁithiŶ the paƌadigŵ ǁe seek to shift, 
we are not only helping to sustain it, but are also compromising the radical 
potentialities of otheƌ eŵaŶĐipatoƌǇ eduĐatioŶs͟. Is it unfair therefore to expect any 
sector to transition to a more sustainable model when for example, all that colleges 
and universities have done is adapted in ways that have been necessary to survive in 
the current climate which operates within a framework set by neoliberalism (Gamble, 
2009) and is one from which they do not have the choice to opt out of (Bessant et al, 
2015).  
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Will any sector ever knowingly engage with a transition to sustainability, or will it be a 
more subtle process of changing values? For instance, the purpose of the sector is to 
respond to government and employer demands, the priorities of whom are to stay in 
business and contribute to economic growth. At a societal, regime, and individual level, 
are those priorities that different from one another? Perhaps it is too ideological to 
expect anything other than incremental change, and therefore the focus of incremental 
change within the TMF is not as problematic as initially thought as long as it can be 
accepted that radical change cannot happen whilst society is focussing its efforts on 
practices and solutions that preserve the status quo so that nothing need change. The 
incremental change advocated by the TMF may therefore be more suited to 
challenging the regime regarding issues that if accepted can lead to some positive 
change, but are not so radical that they become unpalatable and therefore receive no 
exposure. After all, front-runners from an existing socio-technical arena are easier to 
find and consider legitimate than front-runners calling for an alternative political 
paradigm. 
If then we can accept the consequences of the inequalities brought about by the 
neoliberal paradigm, then incremental action through the role of front-runners may be 
the best we can expect until an incentive for more radical change becomes more 
desirable, realistic or unavoidable. 
6.2.2 Revising the TMF to overcome sector inertia 
Despite speculation at the start of this thesis that the sector neither desired nor 
needed another prescriptive framework to be held accountable to, following the 
studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh outĐoŵes it is Ŷoǁ suggested that a pƌesĐƌiptiǀe fƌaŵeǁoƌk foƌ 
sustainability leadership is the only method by which the sector could be permitted 
(and permit itself) to reassess the relevance of sustainability to FE and education as a 
whole, which would hopefully lead to the initiation of more assertive and meaningful 
action for sustainability across the sector.  
It was mentioned within the previous sub-chapter that the regime level is the most 
appropriate level at which to focus efforts: though the TMF requires front-runners to 
activate a transition, one of the proposed changes for its future application to the FE 
sector as a prescriptive framework would be the focus of enabling front-runners at a 
regime level. This pƌoposed ĐhaŶge is iŶfoƌŵed diƌeĐtlǇ ďǇ the studǇ͛s ƌesults ǁheƌeďǇ 
the combination of perceptions of sustainability, the role and prolific nature of power 
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pointing and environmental unaccountability, and historic practices of sustainability 
have led to the confinement of responsibility for some eco-efficiency practices at a 
niche level typically within back-of-house operational roles. To overcome perception 
and relevance issues, it is suggested that if not coming from the landscape, then 
leadership at a regime level is the better alternative. As demonstrated by previous 
sustainability drives within the sector that, although initiated from landscape level 
prompts, were led by the regime in translating these prompts into meaningful and 
relevant guidance for action. Essentially, the regime level of management within FE is 
what education is as a sector within society: a conduit for lasting change. Action at a 
regime level within FE therefore has a greater potential to inspire the niche and 
develop momentum at a landscape level by garnering an evidence base and impetus 
for change at a niche level. Some degree of government level endorsement would be 
required however in order for sufficient leadership to take hold at a regime level. It 
could even be acceptable for this endorsement to be non-committal, based on existing 
perceptions of sustainability because the reflexive and communication element of the 
TMF ǁould ŶeĐessitate the ĐhalleŶgiŶg of these peƌĐeptioŶs as the seĐtoƌ͛s oǁŶ ǀisioŶ 
for sustainability became clearer.  
The most challenging aspect to this, or indeed any governance framework, is the equal 
consideration of the environment alongside social and economic factors. Within FE 
currently, the environment is a consideration within some operational decisions only, 
with the role and purpose of the curriculum itself remaining unchallenged. Emphasis 
therefore should be placed onto the reflexive element of the TMF, encouraging the 
exploration and re-visiting of the relationship between the environment and education 
throughout the process, in order to avoid the specialisation of activities like those that 
have previously taken place within the sector. Initiatives have typically only taken place 
when additional resource has become available, and, as demonstrated by this study, 
too often have these initiatives been celebrated for their successes and left behind 
ƌeadǇ to ďe supeƌseded ďǇ the Ŷeǆt, aŶd ǁithout ƌefleĐtioŶ of the iŶitiatiǀe͛s ǁideƌ 
relevance or value. Consequently, the sector has been left treading water, complying 
with environmental legislation and continuing financially incentivised ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ 
branded initiatives whose reach have been limited due to their operational 
management approaches. This inertia is unlikely to be overcome by incentivisation 
from the landscape, which communicates the value of eco-efficiency practices only. 
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The challenge, as highlighted by Loorbach and Rotmans (2010) will be to engage regime 
actors in order to develop sufficient societal pressure (which in this case would be 
through the reach FE has through its broad group of stakeholders) that enables the 
emergence of niche activities that may eventually overhaul the regime. This is indeed 
the case with FE as without support, front-runners are unlikely to be able to generate 
enough momentum to overhaul the regime on the merit of environmental 
accountability alone.  
The FE sector, and indeed any sector, requires an alternative leadership framework 
that is tailored to incrementally introducing sustainable development and 
environmental accountability as equal factors within decision-making within sector 
governance. It is suggested that the incentive for such significant change might come 
fƌoŵ the UK͛s ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to the UN͛s “DGs iŶ oƌdeƌ to aĐhieǀe the eǆpliĐit goal that 
relates to education, and the implicit role that education and learning plays in the 
achievement of all of the SDGs. The House of Commons International Development 
Committee has expressed concerns regarding the management approach taken by the 
government towaƌds the “DG͛s, ǁhiĐh ƌesoŶate ǁith the appƌoaĐhes takeŶ to 
sustainable development as a whole by the government and the sector. Some of the 
Đoŵŵittee͛s pƌiŵaƌǇ ĐoŶĐeƌŶs aƌe aͿ a laĐk of learning and recognition of other 
priorities undermining the work being carried out to achieve the SDGs, b) that it is 
ďeiŶg tƌeated as aŶotheƌ iŶitiatiǀe, aŶd Ŷot ͚the͛ iŶitiatiǀe to ǁhiĐh otheƌs should ďe 
adapted toǁaƌds aŶd ĐͿ that the foĐus of ŵuĐh of the UK͛s iŶǀolǀeŵeŶt has ďeeŶ ǁith 
developing countries, resonating also with Monbiot (2006) who identifies that it is 
much easier to tell others what to do rather than change your own behaviours. It also 
indicates a lack of systemic understanding of the issues that link third world deprivation 
and exploitation and the snowballing of western consumerism and greed. 
Nevertheless, it is unlikely that FE and the UK will be able to shy away from its role and 
contribution in achieving these goals. It is suggested therefore that to assign 
peƌŵissioŶ aŶd poǁeƌ to FE͛s ƌegiŵe aŶd ŶiĐhe leadeƌship leǀels aŶd to Đƌeate the 
initial impetus for change, the SFA must develop a funding model whose long-term goal 
is to reward the delivery of education for sustainable development therefore 
ĐoŶtƌiďutiŶg to the “DG͛s, speĐifiĐallǇ goal ϰ.ϳ - ͞BǇ ϮϬϯϬ, eŶsuƌe all leaƌŶeƌs aĐƋuiƌe 
the knowledge and skills needed to promote sustainable development, including, 
among others, through education for sustainable development and sustainable 
lifestyles, human rights, gender equality, promotion of a culture of peace and non-
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violence, global citizenship aŶd appƌeĐiate of Đultuƌal diǀeƌsitǇ aŶd of Đultuƌe͛s 
ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt͟ ;HOC, ϮϬϭϲ: ϲϲͿ. Whilst it is beyond the 
scope of this study to speculate on the detail of how this may happen in practice, the 
proposed adaptations to the TMF provides the subsequent framework that might 
follow from the socio-politiĐal laŶdsĐape͛s iŶitial authoƌizatioŶ foƌ aĐtioŶ. 
As demonstrated by this study, action is more likely to come from a financial incentive, 
paƌtiĐulaƌlǇ oŶe fƌoŵ the seĐtoƌ͛s fuŶdeƌs. Not only would this carry the gravitas and 
incentive to develop tactical activities, but its emphasis on developing education for 
sustainable development should circumnavigate the perception-based issues of 
sustainability being an operational activity only. This would naturally invite the 
participation of different actors within regime organisations than if it was left for the 
regime itself to interpret.  
A revised reflexive and prescriptive framework  
The theŵes to eŵeƌge fƌoŵ the studǇ͛s ƌeseaƌĐh Ƌuestions and objective highlight that 
perceptions of sustainability have not exclusively impacted on how the sector has 
practiced sustainability, and it is the balance of power and power pointing throughout 
the sector that is the more pertinent factor to address in order to overcome the 
seĐtoƌ͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ iŶeƌtia. 
The revised TMF should therefore focus on the rebalancing of power until the issue of 
who must take responsibility becomes superseded by a shared vision of why the sector 
must take responsibility itself. In other words, instead of waiting for others to act, the 
TMF should be the guiding framework to help the sector understand its role and 
contribution to sustainable development so that it need not wait for instruction to act 
from others. 
The framework itself should be a prescriptive and cyclical process, which uses the 
descriptive function at an operational level as part of the reflexive process only. 
Despite previous discussions that voice concern regarding incremental change, given 
that the need for radical change is often portrayed by the media through worst case 
͚apoĐalǇptiĐ͛ sĐeŶaƌios, this ƌadiĐal ĐhaŶge has still Ŷot ďeeŶ foƌthĐoŵiŶg, theƌefoƌe 
incremental change remains the most pragmatic option for businesses and in this case, 
educational institutions. The proposed methods by which this framework might work in 
practice and the changes required of the TMF are based on the management 
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approaches identified by this study. They also reflect an approach advocated by 
Stephens and Graham (2010: 615), which sees the ͞teŵpoƌal iŶtegƌatioŶ of near-term 
incremental steps with long- teƌŵ ǀisioŶs͟. These steps – denoted in figure 12 - will 
now be discussed in detail. 
Step one - Strategic authorisation from BIS 
Representing the first intervention for FE colleges in England only (due to the different 
funding structures responsible for Welsh and Scottish colleges), BIS (now BEIS) must 
provide a mandate for the establishment of a group whose role would be the 
governance of sustainable development within the FE sector. This group should be 
ƌepƌeseŶted ďǇ seĐtoƌ͛s ƋualitǇ assuƌaŶĐe ageŶĐǇ, eǆaŵ ďoaƌds, teaĐhiŶg uŶioŶs, 
funding and regulatory bodies and membership organisations (such as The 157 Group 
and AoC) to reinvigorate the seĐtoƌ͛s appƌoaĐh to sustaiŶaďilitǇ aŶd to deǀelop a ǀisioŶ 
that engages the FE sector and its purpose with sustainable development.  
Though Loorbach (2010) and other advocates of the TMF suggest that the framework 
should be applied using a much more autonomous method, it is suggested that the 
many stakeholders FE is accountable to, who are often more influential in defining the 
seĐtoƌ͛s puƌpose thaŶ the seĐtoƌ itself ;PaŶĐhaŵia, ϮϬϭϮͿ, aƌe also paƌtiallǇ ƌespoŶsiďle 
foƌ the deĐeleƌatioŶ of the seĐtoƌ͛s aďility to respond to the challenges posed by 
unsustainability in a timely and effective manner (Stephens and Graham, 2010; Shiel, 
2013; Sedlacek, 2013). Therefore a group with a prescribed mandate is likely to 
command more respect and legitimacy at both a landscape and niche level than an 
intangible and unfamiliar group.  
The HOC ;ϮϬϭϲͿ iŶ theiƌ appƌaisal of the UK goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s pƌogƌess oŶ “DG͛s ƌeĐogŶises 
that a separate group to inspire action would be a weaker approach than using existing 
groups and established mechanisms. This sentiment could also be applied to the FE 
sector; however there is not an existing cross-stakeholder group within the FE whose 
remit could be added to include sustainability, instead there are only sector groups 
within individual organisations such as the 157 Group and the AoC whose remits on 
topics such as finance, curriculum, and leadership are then used in some cases to lobby 
or advise the government (as well as the sector) on pertinent existing or arising issues 
for colleges. 
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Yet another group might be perceived as onerous or unnecessary, however the 
government and therefore the FE sector cannot escape the inevitable role it must play 
iŶ aĐhieǀiŶg the UK͛s ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to the “DG͛s, ͞BusiŶess as usual is Ŷo loŶgeƌ aŶ 
option. Achieving the SD goals by 2030 will require unprecedented effort to integrate 
the goals iŶto ĐouŶtƌies͛ ŶatioŶal aŶd iŶteƌŶatioŶal poliĐies, aŶd it is ĐƌuĐial that 
goǀeƌŶŵeŶts aƌe held to aĐĐouŶt oŶ theiƌ pƌoŵise to do this͟ ;HOC, ϮϬϭϲ: ϭϮͿ. 
This may present both an incentive and opportunity for BIS to catalyse action at a 
regime level. Could it be tagged onto an existing group within the sector? Possibly, but 
this would distract from the not insignificant task of establishing a sustainable 
development vision for the sector. The group would also have to be chosen carefully in 
oƌdeƌ to aǀoid ĐoŶŶotatioŶs uŶdeƌ aŶ eǆistiŶg gƌoup͛s Đhaƌge. Foƌ eǆaŵple, if this 
group were to be assigned to the AoC, both the AoC and the sector would perceive this 
gƌoup͛s puƌpose as estates and operations biased, as this is the approach historically 
taken by the AoC. A separate and newly established group therefore seems the best 
method of avoiding connotations based on previous organisations focuses, and would 
be demonstrative of the inter-disciplinary relevance and responsibility all sector leaders 
must take. 
Step two – Tactical collaboration at a regime level 
‘epƌeseŶtiŶg taĐtiĐal ĐollaďoƌatioŶ at a ƌegiŵe leǀel, this gƌoup͛s ŵeŵďeƌship should 
include representation from the AoC, 157 Group, the Quality Assurance Agency (QAA), 
exam boards, teaching unions, (and as a legitimising role - the SFA and EFA) and should 
draw upon external expertise, either through sustainability and education consultants, 
or academic expertise from HE or within FE to assist the group in developing its initial 
focus and momentum. 
This prescribed mandate should require the group to: 
i) Establish and structure the problem of sustainable development being excluded from 
all significant decision making processes within FE, and develop a new vision and series 
of goals to overcome this problem. With the exception of some eco-efficiency activities 
within new building developments, actors would be expected to identify its exclusion 
from curriculum, teacher training, examinations, and how the sector is regulated, 
funded and inspected. Though the TMF recommends actors should be chosen on their 
interests and backgrounds, it is suggested that actors participating in this process 
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within FE should be nominated by seniority, at the outset by BIS, and not just those 
whose role is perceived to be related to sustainability or who are perceived to be 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ ͞opiŶioŶ leadeƌs͟ ;LooƌďaĐh, ϮϬϭϬ:ϭϳϰͿ.  
ii) Explore the language used as part of their vision setting as the terms that are 
habitually used in reference to activities that are perceived to be sustainable, are in 
fact only refining unsustainability. Since the environmental facet of sustainable 
development is the one to which the sector has demonstrated the least accountability 
and perceives has the least relevance to FE, it is imperative that the group revisits the 
terms as part of their vision setting, and develops a definition or working term that 
reflects the sector and its role within society in 2016. Not resting upon its laurels using 
a term that was developed over a decade ago by an abolished department. 
iii) As part of this exploration of language, the power dynamics of sector funding and 
hoǁ it has iŵpliĐitlǇ oƌ eǆpliĐitlǇ diĐtated the seĐtoƌ͛s appƌoaĐh to sustaiŶaďility should 
be identified and reflected upon in order for the group to set a vision that can 
withstand the tumultuous political and funding landscape. This vision and its goals 
would therefore be evidential of a shift in power from the sector having to wait for the 
correct landscape conditions, to instead elevating sustainability to a position where 
work can continue irrespectively of the perceived typical barriers, such as funding and 
time. 
iv) The adapted TMF would require a great deal of reflexivity to overcome historic 
pƌaĐtiĐes of sustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁheƌe the ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ has ďeeŶ tƌeated as aŶ iŶitiatiǀe, iŶ 
order to lead to a process that encourages sustainability to become sustainable.  
To aĐhieǀe this, the gƌoup͛s ŵaŶdate should foĐus oŶ ƌe-educating and re-emphasizing 
that sustainability is as much a cultural, values based and therefore intangible concept 
as one that can also deliver tangible eco-efficiency outcomes.  This should overcome 
the barriers associated with sustainability as the perception that it requires investment 
is inevitably responsible for the power pointing both down and upwards within the FE 
leadership hierarchy.  
v) The reflexivity of the framework should serve as a method of educating individuals 
within different management levels of this structure, including BIS, who as the cycle 
matures, would be expected to participate in the reflexive learning element like the 
ƌest of the seĐtoƌ͛s leadeƌship. This Ŷeed Ŷot happeŶ at the saŵe paĐe as the stƌuĐtuƌal 
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changes taking place at a regime level, providing that the landscape continues to 
suppoƌt aŶd eŶgage ǁith the fuŶĐtioŶ of the ƌegiŵe͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ goǀeƌŶaŶĐe gƌoup. 
Changes, such as the development of a parallel funding model by BIS that rewards the 
engagement with sustainability within teaching and learning, would be expected to 
materialise over a longer time frame, but be informed by reflexivity at a regime and 
niche level. Colleges, after all, as well as their messengers, are also their customers. 
Step three – Vision and goal setting 
This group should then develop its vision and goal setting for the sector based on its 
mandate, by identifying actors at a niche level to participate in the achievement of the 
gƌoup͛s goals. This step ǁithiŶ the fƌaŵeǁoƌk eĐhoes aŶ appƌoaĐh adǀoĐated ďǇ 
Doppelt (2003) who states that the most successful sustainability organisations 
challenge the status quo by using new goals, strategies and implementation plans 
developed by transition teams. Of critical importance to achieving this is a clear vision 
and understanding of all parties of what rules must be followed and responsibilities 
takeŶ iŶ oƌdeƌ to aĐhieǀe the gƌoup͛s ǀisioŶ. 
Interestingly, the HOC (2016) identified the importance of seeking out where 
bottlenecks might be occurring within government that if unlocked, could 
siŵultaŶeouslǇ aĐĐeleƌate the pƌogƌess of seǀeƌal “DG͛s. GiǀeŶ the ǁidelǇ Đited sloǁ 
progress of HE (but arguably all education) earlier in this thesis, education is arguably 
one such bottleneck that has great opportunity to contribute to the achievement of 
“DG͛s thƌough its ƌeaĐh aŶd futuƌe leadeƌship poteŶtial.  
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Step four – Operational implementation  
Operational implementation at a niche level would be the enabling of actor 
participation at a niche level through appropriate management support. At an 
individual college level this would be initiated through the relevant stakeholders at a 
regime level communicating with college leaders. This may take place through regional 
addresses with co-operation from the LEP, or through existing professional 
communication methods such as sector publications (FE news), newsletters and 
conferences. The purpose of communications must be clear, consistent and supportive 
of the gƌoup͛s ŵaŶdate. The outĐoŵe of suĐh ĐoŵŵuŶiĐatioŶ ŵust ƌesult iŶ the 
initiation of college level activity; this could be demonstrated by a micro   process 
involving goal and vision setting at an institutional level by the college leadership, or a 
more direct and immediate approach by authorising the introduction of process 
changes, such as the inclusion of sustainability into annual curriculum planning groups 
and processes. This would then automatically become involved in all subsequent mid-
high management level reviews and processes.  
Step five – Appraisal of activities  
This step ǁould appƌaise the ŵethods ďǇ ǁhiĐh the ƌegiŵe͛s stƌategǇ has ďeeŶ 
implemented operationally in step four and would identify whether the activities in 
practice are engaging with leadership at all management levels within individual 
institutions. Using the descriptive function of the TMF, activity appraisal would identify 
(or not) evidence of multi-level leadership within individual colleges to ensure that 
responsibility for implementation was not falling to one or two individuals whose job 
role or enthusiasm made them likely candidates. Activities would need to demonstrate 
operational, tactical and strategic commitment from the college and its management 
structure in order to fulfil its contribution to the wider sector tactical goal. Evidence of 
such demonstration might take place using a similar method to this study, whereby 
interviews; focus groups or analysis of activities would map the management approach 
taken by different management levels within the college. It is suggested that private 
practice sustainability practitioners with experience of the FE sector would be best 
equipped to carry out such appraisals in the timely manner that would be required. 
AĐadeŵiĐ appƌaisal of the seĐtoƌ͛s appƌoaĐh as a ǁhole is also aŶ aǀeŶue that Đould ďe 
explored over a longer time scale, and is discussed in chapter 6.3.2. 
The outcome of such appraisals should, even after the first cycle, demonstrate that 
these individual niche level activities have amounted to a significant sector-wide 
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tactical advancement that could lead to the landscape level of leadership reassessing 
its own long-term goals and vision for the sector.   
Step six – Reflexive learning 
The oďseƌǀatioŶ ŵade ďǇ JoƌgeŶseŶ ;ϮϬϭϮ: ϭϬϬϵͿ ͞tƌaŶsitioŶ theoƌies haǀe had a 
tendency to explain change without giving explicit attention to the important tensions 
aŶd teŵpoƌal situatioŶs iŶǀolǀed͟, is iŶdeed ƌeleǀaŶt to this study given that the 
temporal aspect of the original TMF was one of the most challenging components to 
applǇ to the FE seĐtoƌ. It is theƌefoƌe suggested that the teŵpoƌal aspeĐt of the TMF͛s 
prescriptive cycle and descriptive analysis should be limited to five years to reflect the 
temporal pressures felt by FE. Representing the last stage of each cycle is the 
requirement of reflexivity, reporting back to BIS the lessons, progress and difficulties 
identified in step five. Reporting back to BIS also builds knowledge at a landscape level 
and demonstrates credibility in order to retain their strategic authorisation and build 
the case for a parallel funding model for sustainability.  
The cycle would then return to step 2), where the regime based group would review its 
membership, effectiveness and evidence base to emerge from operational 
implementation.  
This revised framework has taken a legitimate prescriptive and descriptive process 
used within other sub-sectors, and has translated and revised it into a framework that 
could be used to initiate a revised and refreshed leadership approach to sustainable 
development within the FE sector.  
The revisions to this framework have been based upon the key themes to emerge from 
this study identified by the research questions and objective, namely: 
i) The commanding influence of power and how it has a) been implicit in both the 
initiation and inertia of sustainability activity within the sector, and b) due to 
perceptions of what sustainability means and its relevance to the sector, by all levels of 
FE leadership, has been an implicit excuse for inaction – i.e. it is soŵeoŶe else͛s 
responsibility.  
iiͿ FE͛s ƌegiŵe ŵaŶageŵeŶt leǀel has iŶspiƌed the gƌeatest aŵouŶt of aĐtiǀitǇ ǁithiŶ 
the sector at an institutional level by demonstrating the most willing level of leadership 
to sustainability. This is where the framework focuses; however this study has also 
  
254 
demonstrated that the long-term impetus for change ultimately comes from the 
landscape level through its priorities and incentives. 
iii) The framework is built upon a series of incremental steps that encourage more 
concerted and immediate action at each management level of FE. The revised and 
reduced timescale that the prescriptive cycle is based upon should identify the building 
of incremental activity and areas of conflict or inactivity to lead to more rapid and 
effective change within its next cycle. 
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Figure 12 - Diagrammatic representation of the revised TMF and its application to the FE sector by each of the numbered steps. 
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6.2.3 Limitations of the TMF  
This sub-chapter will discuss the limitations encountered by using the TMF as this 
studǇ͛s ĐoŶĐeptual fƌaŵeǁoƌk ǁhiĐh fall iŶto tǁo Đategoƌies - mechanical, where issues 
relate to the application of the framework, and theoretical, relating to the principles of 
the framework itself. Some of these issues relate to wider limitations associated with 
the methodology of this study, which although discussed in detail in chapter 3.3, are 
highlighted and reiterated where appropriate. 
Mechanical limitations 
The most oďǀious liŵitatioŶ assoĐiated ǁith the TMF͛s appliĐatioŶ to this studǇ ǁas the 
adjustment of timescales that represent the activities conducted at a landscape, regime 
and niche level.  
The tiŵesĐales ǁeƌe theƌefoƌe ĐhaŶged to suit the seĐtoƌ͛s speĐifiĐ Đharacteristics and 
paƌaŵeteƌs, foƌ eǆaŵple, FE͛s eǆisteŶĐe iŶ its ĐuƌƌeŶt iteƌatioŶ falls just shoƌt of ϯϬ 
Ǉeaƌs. AdditioŶallǇ, though this is ŵoƌe theoƌetiĐal iŶ its ĐoŵplaiŶt, the TMF͛s 
suggested timescale of 30 years to analyse processes at a landscape level is also 
problematic given that there is arguably, no such thing as the status quo. With society 
in constant flux, what is judged to be important for sustainability will change from one 
year to the next, which will therefore change the already amorphous nature of the 
sustainability problem itself (Shriberg, 2002; Westley et al, 2011). If the TMF͛s puƌpose 
is to simply focus on the transition to sustainability of one sub-sector, as discussed 
previously, one sector alone cannot achieve or represent sustainable development 
(Loorbach et al, 2010). It can only become slightly better within its own right, generally 
by focusing on doing things better (rather than doing better things) (Sterling, 2004). 
Therefore the TMF is perhaps more suited to instead focusing on a socio-technical 
aƌeŶa͛s tƌaŶsition journey to sustainability, which ultimately and if applied to enough 
seĐtoƌs Đould lead to a ͚hoŶeǇĐoŵď͛ piĐtuƌe of hoǁ iŶdiǀidual seĐtoƌs ĐaŶ aŶd aƌe aďle 
to change for a societal transition to sustainability. Applied to this sector, the 
timescales were altered to reflect each management tier and the timescales to which 
each of these ŵaŶageŵeŶt tieƌ͛s oƌgaŶisatioŶs operate that realistically impact on the 
long-term culture of the sector (the landscape level), the structure of the sector (the 
regime level), and the practices conducted by the sector (niche level).  
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Another mechanical issue with the TMF was the difficulty in discerning tactical from 
strategic activities. Though the TMF states that tactical activities relate to the rules, 
regulations, institutions, networks, infrastructure and routines of a sub-sector, and 
strategic activities relate to the vision development and long-term goal formulation for 
the culture of a sub-system, this study found that actors at a landscape level were more 
concerned with managing the accountability of the seĐtoƌ͛s taĐtiĐal aĐtiǀities, ƌatheƌ 
than setting long-term set goals for the sector to respond to. This may be more of a 
pƌoďleŵ of the seĐtoƌ͛s goǀeƌŶaŶĐe aŶd peƌĐeiǀed puƌpose, as none of the 
ŵaŶageŵeŶt leǀels eǆaŵiŶed appeaƌed to ďe ĐoŶsideƌiŶg the seĐtoƌ͛s loŶg-term 
purpose; only on activities that responded to the more immediate emphases and 
priorities to come from government. 
Finally, the data sample used by this study was limited in its ability to closely examine 
the laŶdsĐape leǀel of ŵaŶageŵeŶt, aŶd its appƌoaĐh to the seĐtoƌ͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ. 
Though the detailed limitations regarding the data set are discussed in chapter 3.2.3.2 
and 3.2.3.3, specifically it meant that the results of this study were bound by the 
analysis of some high-level documentation only, and not key personnel within the 
seĐtoƌ͛s highest leadeƌship depaƌtŵeŶts. This is ƌeleǀaŶt ďeĐause as ideŶtified ǁheŶ 
examining college websites, which often denoted different emphases compared to 
those given by the leaders of the colleges themselves. Therefore, what little could be 
discerned at a landscape level may actually be inflating or doing a disservice to the 
pƌioƌities aŶd appƌoaĐh held ďǇ the seĐtoƌ͛s highest leaders. 
This also relates to the interpretation of the search terms themselves, which again, 
were discussed in greater detail in chapter 3.2.3.4, but nevertheless carried significance 
in the use of the TMF. Activities that were identified as being tactically inclined may 
have in fact been referring to the literal interpretation of sustainability, therefore 
haǀiŶg Ŷo ďeaƌiŶg oŶ the seĐtoƌ͛s aĐtual oƌ peƌĐeiǀed ŵaŶageŵeŶt appƌoaĐh to 
sustainability. Similarly, the search for explicit sustainability and sustainable 
development terms may have overlooked activities or approaches that were more 
ƌeleǀaŶt to the seĐtoƌ͛s peƌĐeptioŶ oƌ pƌaĐtiĐe of sustaiŶaďle deǀelopŵeŶt. That does 
not render the terms that were used as irrelevant. Indeed, whether in reference to the 
literal or more holistic use of the term, they continue to contribute to the perception of 
sustainability even if ultimately this does not impact on how it is practised.  
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Theoretical limitations 
The most unwieldy element of the TMF was its descriptive ability being constrained by 
the adjusted timescales, particularly at a landscape level where the assessment could 
only go back as far as a decade. Whilst it is accepted that the cultural changes 
necessary for a transition to happen take place over decades, the results of this study 
indicate that cultural acceptance and changes within FE for environmental 
sustainability have actually decelerated as the last decade has progressed. Therefore 
even if sufficient historic information was available for scrutiny, it is unlikely to have 
changed the ultimate conclusion this study has reached. Future studies may benefit 
fƌoŵ eǆaŵiŶiŶg the seĐtoƌs͛ Đultuƌal attitude toǁaƌds the ĐoŶĐept of Đoƌpoƌate soĐial 
responsibility over the last 40 years, which would include the mapping of management 
approaches and attitudes towards values that are necessary for sustainable 
development, however other than demonstrating positively the evolution of cultural 
attitudes within workplaces and the sector, the focus of any future studies instead of 
celebrating past achievements, must instead be to highlight how far there is still to go. 
AdditioŶallǇ, aŶd ƌepeatiŶg paƌt of aŶ eaƌlieƌ poiŶt, the fƌaŵeǁoƌk͛s pƌesĐƌiptiǀe aďilitǇ 
may be coŶstƌaiŶed ďǇ ǁhat is peƌĐeiǀed to ďe ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ ƌatheƌ thaŶ aĐtiǀities that 
are actually in alignment with sustainability. What this study has shown is that it may 
aĐtuallǇ ďe ŵoƌe useful to lose the teƌŵ ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ altogetheƌ, aŶd iŶstead 
examine the values and priorities held by sector stakeholders, highlighting afterwards 
the resonance with the sustainability discourse. It is suggested that a transition of how 
sustainability as a concept is perceived must happen before a prescriptive framework 
for action can be implemented.   
This relates to another theoretical limitation with the TMF, in that as identified by 
Stephens and Graham (2010) it assumes cultural homogeneity. This was indeed played 
out within this study whereby the participants of interviews and focus groups shared 
demographic similarities and indeed, within the colleges, shared similar roles and 
expertise. For example, interview and focus group participants were mostly white 
males from specialised operational or managerial backgrounds. Culture impacts on a 
soĐietǇ͛s aďilitǇ to ĐhaŶge ďut it is eǆtƌeŵelǇ diffiĐult to ĐhaŶge Đultuƌe ;“tepheŶs aŶd 
Graham, 2010). Perhaps therefore the TMF rather than focusing on different sub-
sectors within western cultures, would yield results that would ĐhalleŶge the ǁest͛s 
appƌoaĐh to a sustaiŶaďilitǇ tƌaŶsitioŶ ďǇ eŵphasisiŶg that ͞ǀalue-hieƌaƌĐhiĐal thiŶkiŶg͟ 
(Warren, 2004: 107) is what legitimises inequality and leads to the many persistent 
  
259 
problems in the first place. It would perhaps be of greater value to learn from those 
societies and countries that have made bold and rapid steps to a more sustainable 
ŵodel, suĐh as the Maldiǀes͛ ;a ĐouŶtƌǇ ǁhose ĐaƌďoŶ eŵissioŶs aƌe Ŷegligiďle iŶ gloďal 
terms [Hirsch, 2015]), commitment to becoming carbon neutral by 2020 (Hirsch, 2015). 
Conversely however, we have already indulged in decades of reflexivity through 
͞seaƌĐhiŶg, leaƌŶiŶg aŶd eǆpeƌiŵeŶtiŶg͟ ;LooƌďaĐh, ϮϬϭϬ: ϭϲϲͿ, aŶd ǁhilst this pƌoĐess 
cannot and must not stop, the need for a more prescriptive governance intervention is 
needed now to overcome perceptions of power and enable action at multiple levels of 
western society since it is those developed countries that have the greatest 
environmental, social and economic impact. Reiterating an earlier point, the “DG͛s aƌe 
a worthy endeavour, however their focus on eradicating issues that are more 
ǁidespƌead ǁithiŶ deǀelopiŶg ĐouŶtƌies Đould ďe ĐoŶstƌued as a ͚do as ǁe saǇ aŶd Ŷot 
as ǁe do͛ approach. If those countries most responsible for unsustainability recognised 
their impact and wanted to make the necessary changes to lessen this impact, 
measures would be in place and implicit within all decision making processes and not 
siŵplǇ dealt ǁith as aŶ aƌŵ͛s leŶgth ǀague ĐoŵŵitŵeŶt to a speĐialized iŶteƌŶatioŶal 
committee. It is in fact a global mirroring of the approach taken to sustainable 
development within colleges; someone should ͚deal͛ ǁith it, ďut its up to theŵ to ǁoƌk 
out how to fit a square peg into a round hole.  
As a final reflection on the use of the TMF as a conceptual framework, it was more 
ĐhalleŶgiŶg to use thaŶ otheƌ ͚iŶdiĐatoƌ͛ ďased fƌaŵeǁoƌks – such as the ISO14001 or 
EMAS that assess activities within one organisation (i.e. at the niche level). This 
framework required an ability to take a birds-eye view of multiple levels not only within 
participating individual institutions but also at multiple levels of the sector as a whole. 
The onus was therefore on identifying an overall approach, rather than assessing 
progress based on one approach taken by one institution. Tacit knowledge of the 
sector was of essential importance in order to carry out this study and be able to advise 
on how the adapted framework might be applied in practice to the sector in the future. 
This tacit knowledge was however based oŶ the ƌeseaƌĐheƌ͛s pƌofessioŶal eǆpeƌieŶĐe 
which, as a sustainability practitioner, will have brought a different bias and different 
aspiration than if perhaps the researcher had been based at a senior management level 
without any sustainability management experience.  
The aspiration of the revised framework is founded upon the inevitability that the 
sector will need to address sustainability and its contributing role, within the current 
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decade. Has the TMF emerged as a more suitable candidate to aid the sector in 
achieving a more sustainable role and purpose? No more or less so than any other 
fƌaŵeǁoƌk: it is peƌhaps less aŶ aƌguŵeŶt of ͚ǁhat͛ ǁill ďe used aŶd ŵoƌe a ƋuestioŶ 
of ͚ǁheŶ͛ the seĐtoƌ aŶd eduĐatioŶ as a ǁhole ǁill deĐide to use it. This ƌelates to the 
wider question surrounding the amount and quality of data used within this study; 
research was gathered in 2013 and has been augmented using other data sources that 
are, in 2016, now at least a decade old. Though an obvious aspiration for further 
studies or a repeat of this study itself would be to gather a greater base of evidence, 
certainly from the landscape level, this study has demonstrated that the realisation of 
such an aspiration would not necessarily translate into a different conclusion. Further 
Education has had dedicated sustainability guidance offered to it, albeit intermittently, 
for the last decade, yet its management approach has remained unchanged. At a 
landscape level momentum has decelerated almost to a complete stop following the 
closure of LSIS who were superseded by the FE Guild who were then superseded by the 
Education Training Foundation – neither of whom were tasked with furthering the 
sustainability mandate led initially by the LSC and then LSIS. 
If the researcher was to repeat this study with greater resources, time and access, the 
landscape and not the niche would be the area of focus as it is at this level the 
researcher has the least tacit knowledge, therefore overcoming much of the bias that 
has had to be navigated around within this study. Examining perceptions exclusively at 
a landscape level would also be unprecedented as sector led studies as well as this 
study has focussed on exploring perceptions and practices of sustainability at a regime 
and niche level. Given that participants of this study perceive the locus of power to rest 
ǁith the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt, it ŵight ďe tiŵelǇ to uŶdeƌstaŶd hoǁ the seĐtoƌ͛s ŵost seŶioƌ 
leaders perceive its contribution to a more sustainable future. 
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6.3 Practice and research recommendations  
The aiŵ of this studǇ ǁas to uŶdeƌstaŶd the ƌelatioŶship ďetǁeeŶ hoǁ the FE seĐtoƌ͛s 
leaders perceive sustainable development as a concept, and how this is related to the 
ways in which the sector is perceived to contribute to and practice sustainability.  
Assuming that the management approach taken by FE leadership to sustainability as 
identified by this study is representative of the sector as a whole, this sub-chapter will 
discuss practical recommendations to be used ďǇ the seĐtoƌ ďased oŶ the studǇ͛s 
findings, and the unresolved and isolated ideas that may be worthy of future 
exploration within the research community.  Practical and policy ideas are discussed in 
tandem as it is likely – as demonstrated by this study – that those with the motivation 
to consider either will be from a practice rather than policy background (i.e. a niche or 
regime rather than landscape level). 
6.3.1 Practical recommendations for the FE sector  
Though chapter 6.2.2 discusses the ways by which the TMF as a prescriptive framework 
could be applied as an alternative governance framework for the leadership of 
sustainability within FE, there are more immediate recommendations that this study 
can make that could hopefully prove useful for existing or budding sustainability 
practitioners or leaders within the sector that have a professional or personal interest 
in promoting sustainability or becoming sustainability leaders.  
However, the practical recommendations discussed are less numerous than the policy 
ƌeĐoŵŵeŶdatioŶs as to ĐoŶtiŶue ĐuƌƌeŶt pƌaĐtiĐes eǆeŵpts the ĐoŶtiŶuiŶg ͚aƌŵs 
leŶgth͛ ŵaŶageŵeŶt appƌoaĐh at a ƌegiŵe aŶd laŶdsĐape leǀel, aŶd ǁill oŶlǇ 
perpetuate the perception that sustainability can be managed operationally as a niche 
level silo activity. 
This assumption that niche level activity is incapable of overturning perceptions at a 
regime and landscape (and even institutional level) is based on the evidence to emerge 
from this study; sustainability is practiced as an operational issue because this is the 
consistent message received by those who previously have attached funding 
requirements or opportunities to its demonstration. In the absence of any clear 
alternative guidance and with only hints about what sustainability might really mean, 
sustainability has been kept in a place that can demonstrate quantitative 
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eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ ǁhile also ĐoŶtƌiďutiŶg to the iŶstitutioŶ͛s oǀeƌall fiŶaŶĐial 
sustainability. 
There are however measures that could be introduced at a practical level by those with 
an actual or desired responsibility for sustainability.  
Case studies – understanding multiple stakeholder perceptions at a college level 
As a first step it is recommended that a focus group be conducted, at either a 
departmental level, or cross-iŶstitutioŶallǇ to uŶdeƌstaŶd stakeholdeƌ͛s peƌĐeptioŶs of 
sustainability, anticipating the perception that sustainability is most likely perceived as 
being synonymous with environmental management. Not only must this be challenged 
at an institutional level, but also by the practitioner who must challenge their own 
preferences and perceptions to ensure that colleagues and stakeholders with interests 
in the economic and social facets of sustainability are not excluded by communication 
that is environmentally biased.  
Curriculum engagement and development 
The business case for environmental management has already been made and largely 
understood, and is in place to greater and lesser extents within most organisations, 
even if this is limited to simply recycling waste. Rather than reiterating an already 
understood concept, it is recommended that effort be instead focussed on curriculum 
eŶgageŵeŶt. This ŵight ďe ĐhalleŶgiŶg if the sustaiŶaďilitǇ ͚leadeƌ͛ is ďased ǁithiŶ 
business support, particularly the estates and facilities department and will make it 
diffiĐult to dissuade aĐadeŵiĐ staff that sustaiŶaďilitǇ is Ŷot just aŶ ͞estates issue͟. 
Nevertheless, as discussed in sub-chapter 6.2.2, to dispel the commonly cited barriers 
of time and relevance, it is essential that faculty leaders are engaged to assess existing 
curriculum areas as well as potential areas for further sustainability curriculum 
development. This should include establishing where education about sustainability is 
already taught, and where skills for sustainability, such as global citizenship, inter and 
intra-personal skills and social responsibility are also taught in order to demonstrate 
that a) work has already been started, and b) the crucial difference between educating 
for and educating about sustainability.  
Communicating systemic sustainability 
Cross-institutionally, communication and strategies must focus on translating the 
sustainability discourse into language that is accessible and relevant to all stakeholders 
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within an organisation, highlighting common interest with existing business functions 
and curriculum areas. However, in order not to fall into the same trap that has 
constrained sustainability to operational and accommodative measures only, the 
emphasis must quickly move froŵ ͚hoǁ sustaiŶaďilitǇ ĐaŶ help Ǉou͛ to ͚hoǁ Ǉou ĐaŶ 
help aĐhieǀe sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛, oƌ iŶ otheƌ ǁoƌds, fƌoŵ doiŶg thiŶgs ďetteƌ to doiŶg ďetteƌ 
thiŶgs. AŶ iŵpeƌatiǀe ƌeĐoŵŵeŶdatioŶ, the teƌŵ ͚iŶitiatiǀe͛ ŵust Ŷot ďe used ǁithiŶ 
communications regarding sustainability. What is required now is for sustainability to 
be the business model, not as something to add to existing business models. 
Awareness of the interpretation of sustainability and sustainable development must 
also too be kept in mind; as demonstrated by participants in this study, it can be used 
to suit different and conflicting agendas. 
Though such institutional work is critically important for at least remaining compliant, it 
is at a policy level where more rapid and effective progress can be made – 
institutionally by supporting sustainability practitioners or enthusiasts, and at a sector 
level by reviving a shared vision and purpose for the sector and its role in meeting the 
challenges facing future generations. 
Expectations of regime leadership 
Between the 157 Group and AoC there is a critical mass of senior leader membership, 
knowledge and resource available to both access and galvanise. For a sector that 
continues to suffer an identity crisis, sustainability could provide an opportunity to 
develop a unique selling point that can continue to serve the needs of the socio-
political landscape, but also encourage a ground swell of action that ultimately leads to 
the ĐuƌƌeŶt eduĐatioŶal paƌadigŵ͛s ƌeduŶdaŶĐǇ. As outliŶed iŶ Đhapteƌ 6.2.2, the TMF 
could act as the guiding framework to lead to this ground swell, but in the meantime 
there are still actions that could be taken at a regime level that could make tremendous 
differences. 
Though iŶĐeŶtiǀisatioŶ fƌoŵ the seĐtoƌ͛s fuŶdiŶg ďodies ƌeŵaiŶs ǁaŶtiŶg, the 
challenges of unsustainability will only continue to increase in both complexity and 
severity. The sector can either wait for incentivisation, or recognise the implicit 
incentive and opportunity presented by all of the skills and attributes current and 
future students will need. 
  
264 
Dove-tailing in with work already taking place at a niche level, the AoC, 157 Group and 
other sector membership bodies could pursue the following ideas that could later be 
translated into policy: 
 Develop a joint-group statement to be sent to BIS and the DfE requesting their 
official bearing on sustainability and the role of colleges. This clarification 
should then indicate a position that the sector can work from or develop 
further if it felt as though the position was insufficient. 
 As a subsequent step, the 157 Group and AoC could invite comment and 
feedback from their membership that could subsequently reinforce the 
landscape position, or challenge it by evidence of more advanced work taking 
place at a niche level. 
 Exploring perceptions of sustainability held by the stakeholders who represent 
the breadth and reach of FE – namely students, staff and employers, would 
also be a useful exercise in determining where the sector may need to focus 
attention. For example, if new students expectations or perceptions of 
sustainability were different to those skills required by employers, colleges 
could address those skills gaps within the curriculum, leading to more satisfied 
employers and more employable students. 
6.3.2 Future research 
At the time of writing, no other studies have investigated this particular topic within FE 
and there are numerous lines of enquiry that future studies could explore.  
Firstly given the lack of policy guidance within FE, the reasons why colleges who have 
excelled at eco-efficiency or who may have gone further by integrating sustainability 
into some curriculum areas, and have retained the employment of a dedicated 
member of staff with responsibility for sustainability are even more elusive. Whilst the 
motives may be for reasons other than, or contrary to the principles of sustainable 
development (such as for economic gain only), they are certainly worthy of exploration 
and highlighting in order to understand how future policy may be effectively translated 
into action. For colleges who have carried out much work at an accommodative level, 
the question should also be explored as to what might inspire the next level of 
engagement.   
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Referring back to sub-chapter 2.2.2, a further area of research could investigate if, or 
the extent to which, sustaiŶaďilitǇ deĐlaƌatioŶs has iŵpaĐted oŶ FE͛s sustaiŶaďilitǇ 
work? Have FE colleges been directly involved or aware of these declarations, or are 
pertinent ideas introduced within universities (as a result of, or irrespectively of 
sustainability declarations) adopted by neighbouring colleges?  
Examining this from a legislative point of view, environmental legislation remains the 
only enforced motivation for FE colleges to adopt a managed approach to mitigate 
some direct operational impacts such as carbon emissions (through the Carbon 
Reduction Commitment, where and if still applicable), waste to landfill, and hazardous 
and electronic waste. Equally, colleges are also required to comply with health and 
safety regulations, and equality and diversity regulations, both of which started life as 
peƌipheƌal ͚ŶuisaŶĐe͛ additioŶs to ďusiŶess pƌaĐtiĐes aŶd haǀe ďeĐoŵe iŶĐƌeasiŶglǇ 
culturally embedded within organisations processes and practices. The point has 
already been made that health and safety and equality and diversity are based on 
principles that are required for sustainable development, consequently there are two 
areas for exploration in future research 1) how can the principles within health and 
safety and equality and diversity legislation be demonstrated as being pertinent to 
sustainable development in order to help overcome issues of perception of 
sustainability and help build a sense of achievement and progress with regards to 
achieving sustainable development. And 2) what would inspire the same level of 
legislative intervention for environmental accountability as there has been for social 
and economic accountability within the FE sector, or indeed the education sector as a 
whole. As previously discussed, the indirect environmental impacts of education are 
invisible but arguably more damaging than the combined direct environmental impacts 
of all other sectors. 
Staying on a similar line of enquiry, it would be useful to understand the reasons 
behind why the sector has pursued some recoŵŵeŶdatioŶs suĐh as Fosteƌ͛s ;ϮϬϬϱͿ 
recommendation to form a group whose remit was to explain the economic 
contribution of colleges. This recommendation, in paragraph 157 within the 2005 
ƌepoƌt ͚ƌealisiŶg the poteŶtial͛, ǁas the ďasis upoŶ ǁhiĐh The ϭϱϳ Gƌoup was formed: 
͞We adǀoĐate a ƋuiĐk ƌeǀieǁ of ƌeputatioŶ led ďǇ DfE“, iŶǀolǀiŶg L“C aŶd AoC to Đoŵe 
forward with a range of practical proposals that capitalise on this lead. This review 
could result in a greater involvement of Principals in national representation, in 
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particular those from larger, successful colleges where management capacity and 
capability exists to release them for this work. There is a strong need for articulate FE 
college Principals to be explaining the services they give to society and how colleges can 
ŵake a sigŶifiĐaŶt ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to the eĐoŶoŵǇ aŶd to deǀelopiŶg fulfilled ĐitizeŶs͟ 
(Foster, 2005: 39).  
If Fosteƌ͛s appƌoaĐh ǁas ĐoŶsideƌed appƌopƌiate aŶd/ oƌ of sufficient value to be 
applied to sustainability, perhaps the same urgency of action would emerge and assist 
with the difficulties in defining some of the ambiguities suƌƌouŶdiŶg ͞opeƌatioŶalising 
aŶd staŶdaƌdisiŶg eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal aŶd soĐial pƌiŶĐiples͟ ;“hƌiďeƌg, ϮϬϬϰ: ϳϭͿ.  
Furthering this point, the values that underpin sustainability as well as topics that were 
oŶĐe ͚peƌipheƌal͛ to Đoƌe ďusiŶess suĐh as eƋualitǇ aŶd diǀeƌsitǇ aŶd health aŶd safetǇ 
must ultimately be the way society conducts itself. In other words, what society would 
not want to be equal, fair, safe and respectful? Exploring the perception that 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ aŶd ͚the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ aƌe sǇŶoŶǇŵous ǁith peƌsoŶal saĐƌifiĐe ŵight ďe a 
useful avenue of exploration to understand what precisely society is in fear of losing at 
the expense of the very ecosystems we rely upon to survive.  
Faƌla et al ;ϮϬϭϮͿ ask foƌ futuƌe ƌeseaƌĐh to eǆploƌe hoǁ soŵe aĐtoƌs͛ stƌategies aŶd 
resources impact on the outcome of sustainability at a regime level. This study has 
deŵoŶstƌated that the laŶdsĐape leǀel͛s iŶteƌŵitteŶt ƌesouƌĐiŶg of ǁhat it perceives to 
be sustainability has impacted on the way in which sustainability has been practiced at 
a niche level, though not exclusively. What is more pertinent is that sustainability when 
interpreted holistically is perceived to be an externally driven responsibility, but 
conversely, all stakeholders are expected to take responsibility for their financial 
sustainability. An area for future research may therefore be to determine why 
sustainability initiatives – not eco-efficiency based- were treated as initiatives and not 
integrated as standardised practices. For example, though market forces were to blame 
for their demise, the teaching of renewable technologies to construction students 
could have continued with the wider appreciation of the finite nature of an oil based 
economy, encouraging innovation and systemic thinking from students and teaching 
staff. 
Finally, there is much further work to be carried out on the TMF itself, both on the 
feasibility and assessment of the revised framework put forward by this study, and the 
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dispersal of power in particular, as identified by Stephens and Graham (2010). This 
study demonstrates that power is an implicit but under-articulated component of the 
TMF, and future studies that explore the complexity of power could not only influence 
TM theory, but sustainability theory as a whole. While the science that supports the 
need for change may be quantitatively demonstrable, the mechanisms for change rely 
upon complex and qualitative social issues and social mobilisation. As previously 
mentioned within chapter 2.3.4, an action research study that tests the prescriptive 
function of the TMF as well as implicitly exploring in greater detail the power dynamics 
relating to sustainability leadership within an organisation would be a logical next step 
when examining the niche level of leadership.  
6.4 Thesis summary  
The purpose of this study was to demonstrate that the unique characteristics of the FE 
sector qualify it to be treated autonomously within sustainability academia. This study 
has demonstrated a clear relationship between historical and current management 
approaches to sustainability and the funding and pedagogy of FE whereby sustainability 
has been largely used as a tool to refine business practices to suit funding criteria for 
new building developments, or the drive for austerity as a result of annual reductions 
in government funding.  
Conversely the term sustainability has also been adopted as a term to demonstrate 
leadership commitment to the financial health of individual colleges and the socio-
economic role colleges play within their communities. No such leadership however was 
deŵoŶstƌated ǁith ƌegaƌds to the ŵoƌe ͚holistiĐ͛ uŶdeƌstaŶding of sustainability, but 
this was found to be particularly towards environmental sustainability. 
The relationship between how leaders within the FE sector perceive sustainability and 
sustainable development as a term was therefore identified as weak because 
whichever way sustainability was conceptualised, examples of sustainability in practice 
were exclusively related to environmental eco-efficiency.  
As stated by Garud and Gehman (2012), a transition to sustainability relies on its ability 
to sustain being sustainable. Current and historic methods of sustainability 
management within FE are more linear in their approach, which is self-evident and self-
perpetuating when activities are typically understood and pursued for their eco-
efficiency credentials. Their success is assessed quantitatively through direct or indirect 
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financial savings, with activities continuing if they are financially viable and are able to 
be resourced without disrupting existing practices. Though this assessment of whether 
an activity can feasibly continue assumes some reflexivity, it is reflecting only on the 
(typically) environmental activity itself, in isolation from the focus of maintaining the 
sustainability of other business as usual practises. This principle was demonstrated in 
practice by colleges who gave examples that often focussed on recycling, and therefore 
were not, or felt excused from addressing the more environmentally damaging 
consumerist practices that occur sooner within a decision making process, i.e. they do 
not stifle the demand for the manufacturing, transportation and procurement of goods 
in the first place – just different goods, or different methods of packaging or 
transportation. 
This identified the further conflict and question of, if environmental sustainability is 
ĐoŶsisteŶtlǇ the foĐus of Đollege͛s ŵaŶageŵeŶt appƌoaĐh, theŶ ǁhǇ is the 
environmental facet of sustainable development the one that leaders indicated the 
least accountability towards? Indeed, it was in relation to environmental accountability 
that a strong trend of power pointing was revealed between all tiers of FE leadership. 
Whereas the landscape level of leadership stated it was an eco-efficiency activity that 
should be pursued independently by colleges, the niche and regime levels of 
management viewed it as the responsibility of the government to provide the 
necessary funding and impetus to facilitate more significant action at a college level. 
Hoǁeǀeƌ, the foĐus oŶ fuŶdiŶg still ƌeǀeals the pƌoďleŵ of ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ ďeiŶg 
synonymous with investment and therefore tangible quantitative inputs and results. 
This negates the intangible qualitative cultural and values based shifts that are required 
to move society from the current unsustainable paradigm and transition to a more 
sustainable, equal, fair and respectful paradigm. 
The conclusion that this study has reached is therefore simple, yet daunting. Power and 
its distribution is both the opportunity for a more sustainable society and the curse of 
an unsustainable one. Without its redistribution, action at an individual, company, or 
societal level cannot be taken because its impact will be underestimated. However, it is 
the actual or perceived locus of power that is debilitating the discourse of sustainability 
and therefore its relevance or importance at a more micro level. The FE sector 
deŵoŶstƌates this as Đase iŶ poiŶt: the seĐtoƌ͛s responsiveness to changing 
technological and societal imperatives is both an opportunity and curse. The purpose of 
this ƌespoŶsiǀeŶess is to deŵoŶstƌate the seĐtoƌ͛s perceived relevance and value to 
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national economic priorities, therefore ensuring its continued funding. However, this 
urgent need to remain economically afloat is clouding the value and relevance of other 
less tangible but increasingly insidious threats such as the collapse of the very 
ecological systems society as a whole relies upon. 
Scott and Gough (2010) identify that the tensions between continuity and change, and 
present and future skills, are felt more by FE colleges than universities due to their 
greater vocational and less academic nature. The repercussions of the landscape level 
remaining the major source of FE funding makes FE particularly influenced by the 
deŵaŶds of the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt. Hoǁeǀeƌ, HE͛s depeŶdeŶĐe oŶ tuitioŶ fee iŶĐoŵe as its 
major funding source can be no more or less intimidating to universities who also must 
remain and be perceived as being relevant and valuable to its customers. Perhaps the 
implicit autonomy of thought within HE as a result of its ability to conduct research 
leads to a greater confidence to diverge into other practices and schools of thought, 
should they want to. As stated by Loorbach et al (2010), organisations must understand 
the level of their influence to sustainable development. FE͛s depeŶdeŶĐe oŶ 
government funding may lead to a more urgent and changeable culture that is less 
conducive for the skills sustainable development requires, however it is not 
fundamentally or significantly different to the rest of the education sector, or indeed 
any sector when such unsustainability prevails. What the education sector as a whole 
fails to acknowledge is the particularly effective role it has had in creating and 
contributing to the dominance of values that are embedded within and maintain the 
existing unsustainable paradigm. Therefore, it has an equally effective potential role in 
unravelling and changing these values for a more sustainable future, as stated by 
Stephens and Graham (2010).  
The stakeholders that hold the education sector to account could act as a strength for 
the sector in achieving such dissemination of values and cultural change. In the 
meantime however, the perceived requirements for environmental decision-making 
continues to produce conflicts of interest between governments and society (Monbiot, 
2006), customers and businesses, and current and future generations.  
Even though the intrinsic value of the environment was recognised by most 
participants, their perceptions of sustainability indicated that it should remain 
subservient to maintaining economic prosperity and not derail aspirations for 
economic growth. The issue with environmental responsibility is that it has become 
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synonymous with austerity (Monbiot, 2006); it is not desirable to take the first step 
towards decelerating economic growth and being content with less when nobody else 
is perceived to be doing so. It is therefore easier to perceive the problem of 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ ďeiŶg attƌiďuted to ͚soŵeoŶe͛ oƌ ͚that ĐouŶtƌǇ͛s͛ aĐtioŶs ďeĐause the 
perceived sacrifices that must be made at home and individually are too high. FE 
therefore is not alone in its management approach as it only mirrors the pattern 
demonstrated by much of society, whereby environmental responsibility is limited to 
alleviating the impact of some existing practices but not changing the practices 
themselves. I.e. focusing on prevention rather than the cure.  
There is a difficult cycle of power pointing to unpick and address as identified by 
Monbiot (2006), Gamble (2009), and Scott and Gough (2010) whereby current 
͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ oƌ ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶtal͛ ŵeasuƌes aƌe ďased oŶ teĐhŶologǇ aŶd ŵaƌket 
solutions, but the actual solutions instead rely on politics and a change in values and 
culture. Governments will not act until we want them to, but the continued rhetoric of 
individual action leading to a ground swell of demand from the government alleviates 
the government taking responsibility itself. Indeed, there is even evidence to suggest 
that grassroots expectations and actions are not sufficient to divert the government 
from its economic groǁth oďjeĐtiǀes, as deŵoŶstƌated ďǇ the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s ƌeĐeŶt 
deĐisioŶ to oǀeƌƌule a LaŶĐashiƌe ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ͛s aŶd loĐal goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s oppositioŶ to 
fƌaĐkiŶg. OŶ the oŶe haŶd, if the goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s peƌĐeptioŶ is that the ƌeteŶtioŶ of 
political power is dependent on satisfǇiŶg the eleĐtoƌate͛s pƌioƌities, theŶ the laĐk of 
co-ordinated and articulated demand for a more environmentally sound society could 
explain the continued favour of economic decision making. However, as demonstrated 
in the previous example, a co-ordinated and articulated position does not necessarily 
lead to the respect of decisions made at a devolved local level. This raises a question: it 
has been assumed throughout this study that the government does not systemically 
understand the implications sustainable development presents. However it may be 
that systemic thought has been applied and it is the implications presented by 
sustainability that has led to even less motive to do precisely what is required 
(Monbiot, 2006).  
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6.4.1 A summary of contributions to literature 
The conceptual themes to emerge from this study, as indicated in table 14, chapter 5.3, 
contribute to three main areas of existing sustainability research: 
1) A human world-view  
This study has demonstrated that definitions and perceptions of sustainability and 
sustainable development held by FE leadership favour those that are compatible with 
current industrial and consumerist trajectories (Quilley, 2009). Dominant perceptions 
fell into two interchangeable categories, with participants either expressing a 
conventional economist perspective whereby ͞sustaiŶaďilitǇ is Ŷo ŵoƌe thaŶ oŶe 
eleŵeŶt of a desiƌaďle deǀelopŵeŶt path͟ ;“taǀiŶs et al, ϮϬϬϯ: ϯϰϬͿ, oƌ a ŶoŶ-
environmental degradation perspective, interpreting sustainability as an issue that 
concerns the natural environment only (Cullingford, 2004[a]; Lozano, 2006; Doppelt, 
2008; Dade and Hassenzahl, 2013).  
Implicit within the conventional economist perspective is the desire to maintain or 
protect the current paradigm and its processes (Reid and Petocz, 2006; Christie et al, 
2014). Not only does this naturally undermine the equal consideration of 
environmental and social issues by prioritising instead economic development, but also 
provides an alibi from having to consider the implications of its alternative meaning 
;Chƌistie et al, ϮϬϭϰͿ; as stated ďǇ CulliŶgfoƌd ;ϮϬϬϰ[a]: ϭϵͿ ͞the ŵost iŵpoƌtaŶt ƌeasoŶ 
foƌ the ŵisuse of the teƌŵ lies iŶ its ǀeƌǇ sigŶifiĐaŶĐe͟.  
This study has demonstrated however that this may not have been a conscious 
decision, certainly at a niche and regime level, as colleges individually and collectively 
have enthusiastically followed sustainability guidance when it has been forthcoming. 
This guidance from the government, the AoC, and sustainability practitioner 
communities across HE and FE have naturally focussed on elements of sustainability 
that are compatible with a human world-view, cosmetically demonstrating 
sustainability, but fundamentally remaining subservient to the dominant economic 
paradigm. This ͚aĐĐoŵŵodatoƌǇ͛ response is the most typical response from 
universities (Sterling, 2004) as well as FE colleges, and involves practices that – as listed 
in chapter 2.3.4 – typically preclude sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛s peƌĐeiǀed ƌeleǀaŶĐe to Đoƌe 
business planning (Sterling, 2013). Instead, elements of sustainability that are 
Đoŵpatiďle ǁith the ͞pƌeǀailiŶg ǁoƌldǀieǁ͟ ;“teƌliŶg, ϮϬϬϰ: ϱϵͿ haǀe ďeeŶ 
enthusiastically pursued and celebrated, but have falleŶ shoƌt of ͞seƌious gƌeeŶiŶg͟ 
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(Sterling, 2004:58), which is associated with personal and organisational austerity 
(Monbiot, 2006), inconvenience (Cullingford, 2004[b]), and is at odds with the pursuit 
of economic growth (Williams and Millington, 2004; Waas et al, 2011). 
Not only is this inherently prohibitive for sustainable development to really gain 
traction, but it is also self-perpetuating, as the focus on sustainability ideas and 
initiatives within specialist areas has led to habitual and prolific power pointing. As 
stated by Moore (2005), Bardati (2006) and Hoover and Harder (2015), sustainability is 
ofteŶ peƌĐeiǀed to ďe soŵeoŶe else͛s ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ, the poǁeƌ foƌ aĐtioŶ theƌefoƌe 
being pointed to others. 
This study set out to identify if, rather than assume, that there was a problem with how 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ is peƌĐeiǀed. The studǇ͛s ƌesults haǀe iŶdeed ideŶtified that how 
sustainability is perceived and defined remains a debilitating problem for sustainability 
action within FE, and is a problem that is closely related to the issue of power.  
2) Power pointing 
Eco-efficiency within the workplace demonstrates its economic value and as a result of 
initial surges of activity, has become the habitual responsibility of specialist operational 
roles within colleges to manage. Whilst this may remain the dominant trend of 
sustainability management, both in FE colleges and in universities (Blewitt, 2004; 
Posner and Stuart, 2013), that is not to say that this is an agreed approach within 
institutions.  
For example, participants within this study demonstrated that it is perceived by all but 
the niche to be solely its responsibility, whereby operational roles looked for external 
leadership of sustainability as well as broader ownership and more senior leadership 
within their institution.  
Perceptions of responsibility higher up the FE leadership hierarchy, as well as Principals 
themselves indicated that sustainability is a niche and specialised responsibility to be 
led by colleges or specific roles within colleges.  
These perceptions support Hoover and Harder (2015) who identify the common theme 
of explicit and implicit power pointing during discussions of organisational change for 
sustainability within HE institutions. Much power pointing is still taking place within 
colleges, ďoth iŶ teƌŵs of ǁhose ƌespoŶsiďilitǇ it is to lead oƌ ͚do͛ sustaiŶaďilitǇ, as ǁell 
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as whose fault it is for the current unsustainability – not to mention the still potent 
opinion within society that climate change is a hoax. 
The human world-view that typical accommodatory approaches in HE and FE favour, as 
well as the power pointing of sustainability that these approaches encompass, suggest 
that incremental change can only have limited reach whilst operating within the same 
paradigm (Loorbach et al, 2010; Markard et al, 2012). Compounding this issue is the 
sustainability discourse itself, which as demonstrated by this study, is adopted to either 
mean activities that simply refer to business longevity, limited to environmental issues 
to which leaders feel unable to challenge or resolve, or as something that their sector 
does not impact on other than resource use. The issue with the discourse is therefore 
both a problem of environmental bias and a lack of systemic understanding of the 
indirect role education plays in legitimating social and economic inequality and 
environmental demise (Warren, 2004; Adombent, 2013). FE͛s poteŶtial ƌole is 
therefore significant but not recognised, demonstrated by the exhaustive lack of 
leadership for sustainability ǁithiŶ the seĐtoƌ, aŶd the seĐtoƌ͛s leadeƌship foĐus oŶ 
aligning its purpose with values counterintuitive to those required for sustainable 
development (Garner, 2004; Phillips, 2009[a]; Bessant et al, 2015). 
3) Incremental change 
Supporting Stephens and Graham (2010), this study has demonstrated that power is 
uŶdeƌestiŵated ǁithiŶ the TMF, ͞although liteƌatuƌe does ƌeĐogŶise that tƌaŶsitioŶs 
aƌe ultiŵatelǇ shifts iŶ poǁeƌ͟ (Stephens and Graham, 2010: 616). Indeed, more widely 
this study has demonstrated that the distribution of power is an implicit issue within 
unsustainability (Bawden, 2004; Cullingford, 2004[b]; Polistina, 2009; Doppelt, 2012); 
its redistribution therefore must be an essential method by which society could 
become equipped to behave sustainably. This supports the need for further study on 
the relationship between power, multi-level leadership and a transition to 
sustainability asked for by Stephens and Graham (2010), Loorbach et al (2010) and 
Farla et al (2012).  
Stephens and Graham (2010) have also asked for the exploration of how a sector or 
sub-sector may be more oriented towards maintaining the status quo rather than 
fostering change. The TMF as stated by Loorbach (2010) may be one method of 
assessiŶg this, as ǁell as puttiŶg iŶto plaĐe the ŵeĐhaŶisŵs foƌ ĐhaŶge: ͞this 
framework, besides that it could be used to assess how actors in general are dealing 
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with long-term changes in society, is the basis for the transition management cycle, 
ǁhiĐh is used to aĐtuallǇ iŵpleŵeŶt stƌategies to iŶflueŶĐe soĐietal tƌaŶsitioŶs͟ 
(Loorbach, 2010: 178).  
What this study has demonstrated is that the FE sector and its leaders are not averse to 
change; the sector is in fact intrinsically responsive and adaptable to changing 
economic and social priorities, and therefore has made fostering change part of its 
business model. However, it is fearful of the risk of making any changes that would 
disassociate it from its purpose to satisfy government, student and employer demands 
and unfortunately, it appears that this continues to be at the expense of not 
considering the environmental issues that run in parallel with and are exacerbated or 
altered by, these social and economic changes. 
Rather than it being therefore an issue with the TMF per se, it is likely to be relevant to 
any framework that assesses and guides sustainability and sustainable development 
ǁithiŶ Ŷeoliďeƌal paƌaŵeteƌs, oƌ ͞ĐhaŶge ǁithiŶ ĐhaŶgelessŶess͟ as put ďǇ “teƌliŶg 
(2013: 33). 
The TMF however was extremely useful in identifying that long-term wide scale change 
relies upon a harmonisation of values at all levels of leadership within society and an 
ability for sustainability to become sustainable (Garud and Gehman, 2012). This, as 
indicated by this study, is not happening within FE or any of its leadership levels whose 
approach to sustainability has been the ad-hoc adoption of some eco-efficiency 
practices when additional resourcing or incentives have become available. Given that 
universities despite their autonomy of thought are as much influenced by the norms 
and dominant beliefs of wider society (Sterling, 2004; Stevenson, 2007), this must also 
be true of colleges who remain particularly influenced by government trends and 
priorities. Within both sectors of education, it is likely that resistance to sustainability 
reflects a wider cultural resistance to, or suspicion of sustainability (Wals and Blewitt, 
2010). 
Confusion surrounding the terminology of sustainability and the assumption that it was 
synonymous with environmental issues neglects the social and economic facets of 
sustainable development (Scott and Gough, 2004; Sterling and Maxey, 2013), therefore 
indicating a lack of systemic understanding of sustainability as a term and the problem 
of unsustainability (Westley et al, 2011; Sterling, 2013).  
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This study has also demonstrated the potent role of power dynamics that impact not 
just on existing societies, but the wellbeing of futuƌe soĐieties aŶd the plaŶet͛s aďilitǇ to 
support them. It has therefore come full circle from a desire to demonstrate that 
sustaiŶaďilitǇ is Ŷot just aďout ͚the eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ and environmental management, to 
the studǇ͛s ƌesults suggesting that cultural and practical changes are made only when 
there is a clear benefit to humans and preserving or enhancing the effectiveness of the 
current paradigm. This continues to be at the expense of the natural world and those 
societies that have the least political and economical power, therefore, sustainability is 
a problem that mostly relates to the environment and at the root of this cycle of 
environmental unaccountability is the issue of power and its distribution. 
6.4.2 Very last thoughts 
Satish Kumar (2013) believes that devolved economies born of handiwork redeveloped 
during formal education is the reconfigured socio-economic fabric that could be the 
solution to social and environmental problems: 
͞What Ǉou aƌe good at pƌoduĐiŶg loĐallǇ, ŵake loĐallǇ. AŶd ǁhat you cannot produce 
locally, that 10 or 20 percent of the economy will be the icing on the cake. At the 
moment our globalisation is the icing and there is no cake, there is no local economy, so 
we are living without cake and just icing, icing, icing. Just icing is not good for your 
health͟ ;Kuŵaƌ, ϮϬϭϯ: 18). 
Continued focus on cost cutting and tinkering around the edges rather than the 
fundamental decisions required inducing positive change indicates that society simply 
may not be ready to make the changes necessary for the health and wellbeing not just 
of ourselves and other species, but the future generations of all living things. One 
ƌeseaƌĐh paƌtiĐipaŶt of this studǇ Đlaiŵed that ǁe aƌe ǁaitiŶg foƌ ͞soŵethiŶg to ƌeplaĐe 
fossil fuels͟ ;Interviewee 9, 16/07/2013), ignoring the fact that solutions and 
alternative technologies to fossil fuels already exist, but they remain politically 
unfavourable and even distasteful when the perception is that they threaten other 
opportunities for economic growth. IŶdeed, ͞technical and scientific solutions to most 
environmental problems are readily available to us, what has been lacking is the 
political knowledge necessary to provide us with the ability to utilise them to the best 
effect (Garner, 2004: 214).  
My research and my work as a police constable has suggested to me that the problem 
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of sustainability rests upon inequality and irresponsibility because people either 
perceive they have nothing to lose, or because they always want more. If the 
distribution of power is key to a more sustainable society, then perhaps a reminder 
that the human species does not hold ultimate power is the only method that we will 
learn to behave more respectfully and fairly. 
͞OŶlǇ afteƌ the last tƌee has ďeeŶ Đut doǁŶ, 
Only after the last river has been poisoned, 
Only after the last fish has been caught, 
OŶlǇ theŶ ǁill Ǉou fiŶd that ŵoŶeǇ ĐaŶŶot ďe eateŶ͟ ;Cƌee pƌopheĐǇͿ.
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8.1 Appendix one: Participant information sheet issued prior to 
arrangement of interviews 
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8.2 Appendix two: Interview schedule 
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8.3 Appendix three: Focus group schedule 
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8.4 Appendix four: Content analysis themes to emerge from sector publications 
Project Group Overview College 
participants 
Link to other projects Key message(s) 
From here to 
Sustainability: 
The Learning 
& Skills 
CouŶĐil͛s 
strategy for 
Sustainable 
Development 
LSC 2005 Series of key actions relating to: buildings and 
estates; the curriculum; community engagement, 
and positioning the sector. 
n/a Referenced within all other 
projects  
The sector would welcome more examples of 
good practice to assist in becoming more familiar 
with the SD agenda.  
The LSC should be specific about how it and the 
sector will implement the strategy. 
Zero Carbon 
FE Colleges 
Policy 
Framework 
Arup on 
behalf of LSC 
2006 
Response to the UK Governments 2007 Climate 
Change bill. 
n/a Highlights limitations of AoC e-
mandate data. Not referenced 
within another project. 
The cost of zero carbon is dependent on the 
definition of zero carbon used. The sector requires 
updated energy consumption benchmarks. 
Green 
Colleges 
AoC 2007 Brochure of best practice examples nationally. 
SAFE project being re-launched under the RSA 
regional group 
26 colleges 
5 157 
Group 
members 
͚“AFE͛ pƌojeĐt (9 Staffordshire 
Colleges) resurrected under the 
LSIS RSA programme. 
  
͚AĐhieǀiŶg GƌeeŶ Colleges͛ 
Colleges face largely financial barriers which could 
be overcome by changes in Government policy. 
AoC Survey  AoC 2007 Surveyed 95% (of 400 GFE 2008) membership on 
͚The sustaiŶaďilitǇ of the FE estate͛ 
95% of 400 
GFE (2007) 
AoC 
members 
Achieving Green Colleges Every college has recycling facilities. 
74% of colleges surveyed said they would 
welcome access to resources on environmental 
policies and practices. 
Towards 
leadership for 
sustainability. 
The CEL 
sustainable 
development 
Centre for 
Excellence in 
Leadership 
(CEL) 2007 
Supporting leaders in the sector in developing 
theiƌ ĐapaďilitǇ to ďe ͚leadeƌs foƌ sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛. 
n/a Achieving Green Colleges. 
  
  
If Colleges are to adopt a while college, holistic, SD 
strategy, much support is needed. 
  
298 
strategy 
Leadership 
for 
Sustainability; 
Making 
sustainable 
development 
a reality for 
leaders. 
CEL
5
 2007 To build understanding of catalysts & blocks to 
leadership for sustainability. 
To test the inseparability of good leadership from 
SD. 
5 Colleges 157 Group, EAUC, AoC 22 Internal and External block identified including 
lack of coherent leadership across national bodies 
and government on the  
SD agenda. 
Achieving 
Green 
Colleges 
AoC 2008 Short, medium and long term goals to assist 
Colleges embed SD within buildings & estates, 
curriculum & transport.  
Strategic paper for the sector. 
Used same 
examples as 
͚GƌeeŶ 
Colleges͛ 
L“C spoŶsoƌed ͚“oƌted͛ – now 
LSIS. 
Construction & the Built environment, Travel & 
Tourism and Landbased studies are the most 
common curriculum areas within which SD is 
addressed. In other curriculum areas, enrichment 
& tutorial programmes 
AoC SW Case 
Study 
AoC 2008/09 Case study on a group to examine the extent to 
which Colleges has adopted SD practices. 
Focussed on Leadership & Management; Building 
& Estates; Teaching & Learning; and Business & 
Community. 
1 x 157 
Group 
member 
“iƌ AŶdƌeǁ Fosteƌ, ϮϬϬϵ, ͚A 
Review of the Capital 
Programme in Further 
EduĐatioŶ͛ 
Ethos and values of individual colleges have a 
major impact on the starting point and 
subsequent development of SD. 
Autonomy of each college results in different 
approaches. 
BIS Toward a 
Low Carbon 
Economy 
BIS July 2009 Further Education Policy presentation by FE Policy 
representative BIS 
n/a BIS CRDP 
UK Low Carbon Transition Plan 
 
Ofsted 
Sustainable 
Development 
Action Plan 
Ofsted 2009/ 
10 
Ofsted͛s depaƌtŵeŶtal ĐoŶtƌiďutioŶ to the 
governments overall 2005 sustainable 
development strategy – Securing the Future 
n/a No subsequent document for the 
period 2010 – 2013  
The Ofsted Head of Sustainability post was made 
redundant in 2013. 
BiS 
Sustainable 
BiS August 
2009 – March 
The first plan for BiS setting out in detail what the 
department will do to ensure a more sustainable 
n/a The BiS Sustainable 
Development impact test - 
The BiS SD unit no longer exists  
                                                             
5
 CEL – The Centre for Excellence in Leadership transferred business and practice into LSIS in 2008. 
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Development 
Action Plan 
2011 and secure future. https://www.gov.uk/sustainable-
development-impact-test 
 
Securing our Future 2005 
Sustainable 
Development 
indicators in 
your pocket 
Department 
for Education 
2009 
National statistics booklet to present and assess 
the breadth and challenges of SD to those less 
familiar with the concept. 
n/a  
Securing our Future 2005 
Archived. 
Leading and 
Learning for a 
Sustainable 
Future 
LSIS
6
 2010 Strategy and action plan as a reponse to growing 
appetite in the sector to understand, apply and 
champion SD thinking & practice. 
n/a n/a See the 2011 LSIS sustainable development 
strategy and action plan 
BIS Carbon 
Reduction 
Delivery Plan 
BIS March 
2010 
First plan of its kind published by BIS. Aims to 
demonstrate how current BIS policies and 
activities could lead to a reduction in CO2 
emissions across the UK economy and from its 
own estate. 
 
n/a HEFCE Carbon Reduction Target 
and Strategy for HE in England 
(HEFCE 2010) 
 
Target of a 43% reduction of scope 1 and 2 
reductions by 2020 against a baseline of 2005. 
Based on the remaining capital investment 
programme and the sector providing leadership 
through the delivery of skills for a low carbon 
economy. Synergy between both agendas 
expected. 
Towards a 
Carbon 
Reduction 
Target and 
Strategy for 
the Further 
Education 
Sector 
BIS 2010 Conflicts with BIS target stated in the CRDP.  n/a BIS Carbon Reduction Delivery 
Plan 
FE colleges reduction of Scope 1 and 2: 34% by 
2020 
 
                                                             
6 Government funding of LSIS ceased on the 31
st
 July 2013; case studies of SD projects within FE remain archived on the LSIS website. 
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To 
sustainability 
and beyond: 
inspecting 
and reporting 
on progress in 
sustainable 
development 
Ofsted 2010 Provides an introduction to SD in the national 
context, and sets out Ofsteds role in embedding 
SD in inspection guidance, methodologies and 
frameworks. 
n/a Brighter futures – greener lives: 
sustainable development action 
plan 2008–10, Department for 
Children, Schools and Families, 
2008 
The government expects the public sector to take 
a lead in sustainable development by promoting 
and delivering it through all its policies as well as 
through its operational activities 
Greening FE: 
Creating a 
Carbon 
Reduction 
Culture 
AoC 2011 It is eǀideŶt that the eǆteŶt of ͚ďuǇ iŶ͛ to the 
sustainability agenda varies significantly across 
the sector. Although most Colleges say they now 
have an environmental or sustainability strategy 
many do not contain specific targets and few have 
carbon reduction plans, although others are 
working towards it. 
n/a Carbon Trust Further Education 
Carbon Management 
Programme. 
Little in the way of specific legislation that 
Đoŵpels Colleges to iŵpleŵeŶt ͚gƌeeŶ͛ poliĐies.  
There is a lack of information available about 
energy consumption figures in FE Colleges, much 
of the existing information combines the FE estate 
with the HE estate 
The 
performance 
across Skills 
Funding 
Agency 
funded 
college 
estates 
IPD on behalf 
of Skills 
Funding 
Agency 2011 
The performance results for all colleges funded by 
SFA presented for building efficiency, condition, 
maintenance and environmental sustainability. 
88% of SFA 
funded 
colleges. 
n/a Cleaning, maintenance and energy costs represent 
the bulk of the running cost base for colleges. 
The Prospects 
for Green 
Jobs to 2020: 
Further 
Education 
College 
Survey 
Dr Andrew 
Kythreotis, 
Centre for 
Adaptive 
Science, 
University of 
Hull. Research 
carried out on 
behalf of 
Yorkshire 
Cities, 2011. 
How are FE providers in the Y&H region 
approaching the green skills agenda based on the 
green jobs definition 
25 FE 
College 
providers in 
the Y&H 
region (74% 
response 
rate) 
including 
four 157 
Group 
members 
BIS (2010) Skills for Sustainable 
Growth 
Important issue for Y&H FE in developing a 
greener curriculum, "need for a joined up 
approach between partners in the form of a 
regional network that could share best practice"  
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The LSIS 
sustainable 
development 
strategy and 
action plan 
Updated LSIS 
2011 
Summarising progress and outlining opportunities 
for FE providers to understand, apply and 
champion sustainability. 
n/a n/a Progress on leadership, organisational capacity 
and partnerships since the strategy in 2010 has 
been encouraging, but changes in pedagogy been 
slow. 
Sustainable 
development 
in learning 
and skills 
inspections: 
guidance for 
inspectors 
Ofsted 2012 Guidance for learning and skills inspectors  to take 
into account providers contributions to a 
sustainable future 
n/a n/a There is no requirement for providers to have 
sustainable development policies. There is no 
separate grade for SD; findings can only 
contribute to evidence used when grading the 
aspects.   
Evaluation of 
the Impact of 
Capital 
Expenditure 
in FE colleges 
BiS 2012 The impact of capital spending by FE colleges in 
England between 2001 and 2010. 
Qualitative 
case study 
of 10 
colleges; 
quantitative 
analysis of 
142 
colleges.  
n/a The economic regeneration stimulated by college 
investment can be of direct and indirect benefit to 
the local community. 
Rio +20 the 
FE College 
context and 
contribution 
AoC 2013 – 
No longer 
available 
online. 
AoC submission to DEFRA and DECC outlining the 
contribution that FE Colleges will make to the 
priority areas agreed at Rio + 20. 
 
n/a Green Colleges Survey report – 
AoC 2007. Greening FE, AoC, 
2010.  
The key challenge identified by college leaders is 
how best they can integrate EfSD across the 
extensive curriculum whilst meeting existing 
demands. 
Sustainability 
in BIS 
House of 
Commons, 
Environmental 
Audit 
Committee 
November 
2013 
Pƌogƌess ƌepoƌt oŶ goǀeƌŶŵeŶt͛s pƌogƌess iŶ 
embedding SD since the abolition of the SD 
commission in 2011. 
n/a ELSA > EAUC The environmental and social aspects of SD are 
not getting the same attention as economic 
factors. The RGF particularly illustrates this. BIS 
should encourage all of its agencies and NDPBs to 
produce sustainability strategies and make their 
production a condition for securing funding. 
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8.5 Appendix five: Content analysis themes to emerge from college websites 
College (Niche) Perceptions of sustainability (language used, 
location of information, etc). 
Key themes of sustainability practice Power and responsibility of sustainability 
– horizontal as well as hierarchical within 
the sector 
1. Bedford Microsite found using search tool (discussion – 
portrayed as something separate). 
Initiatives, energy reduction and efficiency (including 
external partnerships), communication & training, policy 
(aims & objectives), add-on curriculum engagement/ 
iŶitiatiǀes, ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ daǇ͛, tƌaŶspoƌt ;ǀegetaďle oilͿ, 
zero-landfill, commodity efficiency, low carbon skills 
Director of Sustainability (now 
redundant) 
2. Bradford ϭϮ Ŷeǁs stoƌies; ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt aŶd ĐoŵŵuŶitǇ͛ 
webpage, 2010 Environmental policy, energy 
conservation procedures, green travel plan 
Environment, waste & recycling, community engagement, 
volunteering and fund raising, green travel, environmental 
policies and plans, fair trade. Core value on college mission 
Executive Director of Corporate Services 
responsible for policy 
3. Blackpool Website search 152 items; 80 documents, 26 
courses, (location of all information within the 
͚Estates͛ ǁeďpage 
Engage staff and students, work with stakeholders, waste, 
utilities and sustainability targets, increase energy 
efficiency, embedding SD, SD Funding, ESD document 
repository (21 engineering, computing and motor vehicle, 
3 construction, 2 hospitality, tourism and sport), Eco-
centre, bike locker scheme, projects, recycling, car share 
scheme, travel and transport.  
Sustainability Manager 
4. City of Bristol Website search 49 results; sustainability page 
doesŶ͛t ŵeŶtioŶ ĐuƌƌiĐuluŵ. CuƌƌiĐuluŵ seaƌĐh 
results in CBE, and Geography 
Carbon emissions, CMP, waste, fair trade, travel (cycling, 
car share), procurement, new building award 
No power 
5. City and 
Islington 
Nothing (discussion – does this reflect 
interview?) 
- - 
6. Cornwall Website search 42 results; curriculum land 
based, CBE, or dedicated courses within energy. 
Carbon management, car share, cycling, renewable energy 
initiatives, dedicated curriculum on alternative 
technologies, environmentally friendly new builds and 
improvements 
 
No power (though an environment 
officer was mentioned in one news 
story). 
7. Derby Website search 5 results – green impact awards 
within SU, engineering curriculum areas 
- No power, but could be seen as a SU 
activity only. 
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8. Hull Weďsite seaƌĐh uŶdeƌ ͚eŶǀiƌoŶŵeŶt͛ geŶeƌated 
CBE results (nothing for S/SD). 
Construction students, green energy skills – not linked to 
sustainability, was an award for CSR 
 
No power 
9. Leeds One search result for CBE - No power 
10. New 
College 
Nottingham 
Website search results for CBE, Geography and 
Tourism curriculum areas only 
- No power 
11. Stoke-on-
Trent 
Nothing (discussion – does this reflect 
interview?) 
- - 
12. Manchester “ustaiŶaďilitǇ ǁeďpage uŶdeƌ ͚Aďout Us͛; 
sustainability web search results for CBE, 
business and economics 
Money focused - saved the college significant revenue, 
business case for reducing carbon emissions, sustainability 
consultancy. External relations, Reducing Carbon 
Emissions (commodities, cycle to work scheme, etc), 
recycling surplus materials, reusing natural resources, 
training 
Director of Property 
13. Sheffield 15 website results – building awards, energy 
efficiency projects; curriculum bee keeping, 
furniture making, plumbing, business admin 
Green travel plan (cycle to work, cycle mileage, car share), 
sustainable Buildings, carbon reduction, waste recycling, 
awards. Strategy for SD (unsigned) 
 
Sustainability strategy is responsibility of 
Property services manager and Director 
of Planning and Performance 
14. Trafford Website results – Green deal assessors, STEM 
centre opening and ISO14001 
Environmental technologies, employers Health and Safety manager 
15. Leeds 
College of 
Building 
OŶe seaƌĐh iteŵ oŶ ͚sustaiŶaďilitǇ͛ aďout 
construction students 
- No power 
16. Kirklees Website results – one item on engineering centre 
and BREEAM excellent on new build 
- No power 
17. Leeds 
College of 
Music 
Website of its own though quite difficult to find Energy saving, recycling/ waste management campaign, 
communications, external partnerships, catering 
 
Middle management and SU 
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18. Shipley Website search links to policies webpage; estates 
section states the college has an environmental 
and sustainability policy, a sustainability 
implementation group, green bulletin & fair 
trade policy. Horticulture curriculum area also 
within search. 
- Estates management 
19. Wakefield No search function > about the college, under 
policies and procedures. Environmental policy 
and green travel plan 
Energy, paper, waste management, transport and travel, 
building developments, building environment, carbon 
management plan 
Energy officer and Estates manager 
20. East Riding 22 website results; environmental award, SHE 
policy, tourism, energy technology centre 
Reducing waste, increasing recycling and raising 
awareness 
SHE manager, Director of Estates 
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